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Abstract 
 
This thesis seeks to understand why certain segments of the Hong Kong middle class are 
choosing to mobilize around issues of Fair Trade and Community Supported Agriculture 
(CSA). It utilizes a case study approach to address the key research question as to why 
these social phenomena have arisen in such an unlikely setting as Hong Kong, one of the 
world’s most capitalist and urbanized societies. In addition, the thesis interrogates 
whether the alternative food networks (AFNs) of Fair Trade and CSA can be considered 
new social movements (NSMs) by examining the extent to which they engage with NSM 
theories. It explores how issues of identity, ideology and morality intersect and influence 
the lifestyles and practices of the participants and suggests that these members of the 
middle class may, indeed, constitute a new social category in Hong Kong.  
 
The research was conducted in Hong Kong over a period of four months using a 
qualitative case study approach. The participants’ values, beliefs and attitudes to the 
environment, sustainable development and global trade are explored through twenty four 
in-depths interviews. Documentary evidence and participant observation of farmers’ 
markets, Fair Trade events and Local Exchange Trading System (LETS) schemes 
provided additional and complementary sources of data needed to address the research 
questions.  
 
This study shows that the participants are actively involved in constructing ideologies of 
resistance that are broadly aimed at opposing the process of neoliberal globalization. This 
manifested through the building of the moral economies of Fair Trade and CSA, which 
became expressions of the participants’ specific values and beliefs concerning food 
production, consumption and distribution. The thesis argues that a primary motivation 
behind the participants’ active engagement with Fair Trade and CSA is to forge new 
social identities as a means of altering their ascribed social class. Drawing on the 
theoretical work of Bourdieu (1984), it is argued that through habitus transformation (as 
opposed to social reproduction), the middle class participants are attempting to re-
position themselves as a new fraction of the middle class. It is suggested that the 
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participants’ involvement in Fair Trade represents a social and cultural struggle between 
competing fractions of the Hong Kong middle class to define what is best for society and 
the world generally.  
 
The thesis is important for a number of reasons. First, it addresses the paucity of research 
on the study of social movements in Hong Kong and aims to add to the growing body of 
knowledge on NSMs emerging in the postcolonial era. Second, the thesis demonstrates 
that class has utility as an explanatory variable in social movement analysis. Third, the 
findings of this case study appear to refute the common perception of the Hong Kong 
middle class as politically passive and uninterested in organizing and staging movements 
that are less concerned with monetary gains. 
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CHAPTER ONE: Introduction 
 
Protest action in contemporary Hong Kong has become a regular occurrence. Since the 
1997 Handover of Sovereignty to Mainland China, annual protest marches are held every 
1 July to mark the anniversary of the Tiananmen Square protests in Beijing. It is also an 
opportunity for thousands of local people to peacefully express their grievances on a 
particular social or political point. These annual demonstrations have always drawn 
crowds in the tens of thousands but in 2003, over half a million people had gathered to 
express their discontentment over the handling of local affairs by the government of the 
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR). From a sociological perspective, 
what is interesting about this particular protest march was that more than half of the 
demonstrators consisted of the educated middle class (Ming Pao Daily News, 7 July cited 
in Lui, 2005). As a social researcher, my interest lies in understanding why, in recent 
years, segments of the urbanized and well-educated Hong Kong middle class have chosen 
to mobilize around issues of environmental and social justice and to establishing 
alternative food networks of Fair Trade and Community Supported Agriculture (CSA). 
Both Fair Trade and CSA form part of a diverse alternative food network (AFN) that has 
recently emerged in Hong Kong and which ranges from farmers’ markets, Local 
Exchange Trading Schemes (LETS), organic farming initiatives to Fair Trade shops and 
organizations. In recent years the popularity of farmers’ markets has been growing and 
since the establishment of the first farmers’ markets at Tai Po and Star Ferry, there are 
now six farmers’ markets throughout the territory (Lau, 2013). These farmers’ markets 
operate mainly at the weekends and are generally located in the more affluent areas of 
Hong Kong.  
 
In this thesis I am particularly interested in understanding why, in contemporary Hong 
Kong, should a specific fraction of the middle class choose to give up professional 
occupations associated with a lifestyle of conspicuous consumption common to become 
active members of the alternative food networks of Fair Trade and CSA. Can collective 
action by this fraction of the middle class, who may not necessarily consider themselves 
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necessarily as ‘activists’, be considered an expression of political activism and an 
example of a new social movement (NSM)?  Of additional interest to me is why should 
these forms of collective action have occurred in such an unlikely setting as Hong Kong 
given the common perception of Hong Kong people as politically apathetic, inward-
looking and individualistic (Butenhoff, 1999; Lau, 1982; Lee, 2001). As a consequence, 
it has prompted me to question the rather uncomplimentary view of Hong Kong people 
and investigate the motivations driving this group of middle class to actively engage with 
Fair Trade and CSA. Hence, this research interrogates the common view that the middle class, 
in capitalistic Hong Kong, is disinterested and incapable of organizing and staging movements 
that are less concerned with monetary gains.   
 
The study participants’ involvement in the food networks of Fair Trade and CSA is, I 
suggest, expressions of this particular social group’s support for ideas surrounding 
sustainable agriculture and alternative trade that challenge the dominant logic of the 
global agri-food industry. Ideologically, Fair Trade and CSA are pragmatically oriented 
to challenging the dominance of neoliberal globalization, which for the purpose of my 
thesis, is defined as ‘The process by which national governments redefine agricultural 
policies and legislation to facilitate integration into an international market-driven 
economy’ (Desmarais 2002:91). These food networks work to ameliorate the adverse 
effects of neoliberal globalization of degradation of the environment, social inequity, 
unfair trading rules, and the loss of traditional ways of life and sense of community. In 
this thesis, it is argued that these food networks can be categorized as New Social 
Movements (NSMs) on the basis that mobilizations by segments of the middle class 
represent a form of social protest opposing neoliberal globalization. The term NSM is 
used to describe social movements that first emerged in the 1960’s and which are 
characterized by their emphasis on values concerning issues such as the environment, 
social and economic justice and democracy (Dalton & Kuechler, 1990; Gusfield, 1994; 
Scott, 1990).  They are ‘new’ in the sense that they focus on quality of life issues rather 
than material concerns and are therefore qualitatively different to ‘old’ social movements 
of the industrial era (Buechler, 1995; Inglehart, 1990; Parkin, 1968). By advocating for 
changes in social values and lifestyle, NSMs exhibit a pluralism of ideas and are 
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pragmatically oriented to challenge the dominant discourse of neoliberal globalization. 
NSMs are therefore seen to represent a new, progressive social force in civil society that 
reflect both a changing socio-political order and a movement from an industrial to post-
industrial society marking a fundamental shift in the nature of capitalist society (Melucci, 
1989; Touraine, 1974; 1981). Some theorists have argued that that social change has 
produced a new stratum of middle class:  the so called ‘new’ middle class which is able 
to play a central role in new conflicts emerging in  postindustrial society because of its 
access to resources and its position in society (Lash & Urry, 1987; Offe, 1985).   
 
Fair Trade and CSA food networks as case studies 
 
In the literature, Fair Trade is generally presented as a social movement. It is considered a 
social movement because it seeks to create a more direct, socially just and 
environmentally responsible trading relationship between disadvantaged farmers in the 
global South and concerned consumers in the North (Raynolds, 2002; Renard, 2003). In 
Hong Kong, Fair Trade is a relatively new social phenomenon, having been established 
by the international non-governmental organization (NGO) Oxfam in the late 1970’s. Fair 
Trade products were initially sold through Oxfam’s second hand shop and to boost public 
awareness of Fair Trade, the NGO launched its first major ‘Make Trade Fair’ campaign 
in 2002. By 2005, the first Asian Fair Trade Forum was held which led to the opening of 
the first Fair Trade store dedicated to selling Fair Trade products in Hong Kong. In 2008, 
a non-profit group called Fair Trade Hong Kong (now known as Fair Trade Hong Kong 
Foundation) was set up by ten Fair Trade organizations with the specific aim to promote 
Fair Trade in the workplace and schools. Since 2009, Oxfam Hong Kong has organized 
the annual Fair Trade fortnight events which feature popular local celebrities, the aim of 
which is to continue raising the public profile of Fair Trade.  
 
In contrast to Fair Trade is the CSA food network, which can be described as a socio-
economic model of agriculture and food production whereby a farmer makes an 
agreement with a group of consumers to buy a ‘share’ of the season’s harvest in advance. 
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This arrangement is advantageous for farmers in that it allows for production planning 
and the sharing of risks and costs with the consumers through knowing there is a 
guaranteed market for the food grown (Cone & Myhre, 2000). In Hong Kong, however, 
CSA is not practiced according to the above definition because of the lack of agricultural 
land available for food production. Instead, it has been interpreted as a method of 
collective purchasing whereby consumers in the community buy food products directly 
from farmers. The term ‘collective’ is used loosely to refer to a group of people which, in 
the context of CSA, refers to ‘a consumer group’ buying from ‘a producer group’, such as 
through a  farmers’ market. The philosophy of CSA is retained in the sense that the goal 
is to build an agricultural economic system that is based on local production and a shared 
commitment to supporting local needs. CSA in Hong Kong is unique in that it 
incorporates Chinese cultural values so that the marketplace (known as Hui in Cantonese) 
is seen as an embodiment of a cultural collective life that fosters social interaction and 
mutual help within the economic exchange process (Partnerships for Community 
Development, 2011). 
 
Fair Trade is similar to CSA in several respects. They are both producer-based 
movements concerned with sustainability and environmental issues with a focus on 
creating a more direct and equitable relationship between producer and consumer, 
thereby enabling a greater share of the profits to be passed on to the producer. They mark 
attempts at building alternative food networks that re-embed commodity production and 
distribution within equitable social relations and under favourable social and 
environmental conditions (Raynolds, 2000; 2002). Both Fair Trade and CSA can be 
subsumed under the banner of the global justice movement, which is more accurately a 
set of populist movements rather than a single movement.  
 
However, there are ideological differences between these two movements which are 
generally reflected in the strategies they adopt to challenge neoliberal globalization. Fair 
Trade seeks to transform the global trading practices through its reformist, market-based 
strategy of ‘in and against the market’ (Barrett-Brown, 1993:156) through a strategy of 
‘trade not aid’ (Raynalds & Murray, 2007:15). In contrast, CSA critiques the de-
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territorialisation of food production and distribution which is described as a ‘general 
cultural condition which proceeds from the spread of global modernity’ (Tomlinson 
1999: 148) and instead, emphasizes trading within local, community-based contexts.  
 
Table 1: Comparison of the similarities and differences between Fair Trade and 
CSA 
 
 Fair Trade CSA 
Production activities  Fair Traders partner with 
farmers in developing 
countries and not directly 
involved in farming 
activities 
 
Emphasis on integrating 
producers into global 
market  
 
Many CSA participants are 
involved in farming 
activities 
 
Emphasis on local food 
production and distribution 
 
Equal sharing of risk: only 
buy what has been 
produced by farmer in 
growing season 
Relationship with consumer  Mostly direct Direct contract with 
consumer 
Ideology   Critiques conventional 
trading system 
 
Promotes capitalist forms of 
consumption 
Critiques global corporate 
capitalism 
 
Opposes capitalist forms of 
consumption patterns   
Protest activities Campaign for changes in 
rules and practices of 
conventional trade 
Alternative lifestyle 
Supply channels Retail outlets, supermarkets Farmers’ markets, home 
delivery, direct from farm 
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Organizational structure  Business partnerships  Community based 
partnerships 
Certification Third party certification None 
Product standardization 
criteria 
High Low 
Environmental concerns Medium High 
Concern for international 
development issues 
High Low 
 
 
A defining characteristic of New Social Movements (NSMs) is their attempt to bring 
about social transformation through changing values and developing alternative lifestyles 
(Habermas, 1981; Scott, 1990; Touraine, 1974; 1981). In this thesis I argue that both Fair 
Trade and CSA can be classified as ‘new’ social movements hence I will focus on 
examining how issues of identity and ideology are key factors influencing the study 
participants’ decisions to forsake well paid jobs to engage in Fair Trade and CSA. NSM 
theory generally posits that has lost its explanatory power to explain the emergence of 
social movements on the basis that contemporary social activism is no longer organized 
around issues of material distribution as it was in the industrial era. However, this 
conceptualization of class has been narrowly confined to an economic category limiting 
its explanatory power to questions of material distribution and thereby ignoring class as a 
social relation (Aronowitz, 2003; Mathers, 2007). By drawing on theorists such as 
Bourdieu (1984) and Eder (1993), I argue for a class analysis of Fair Trade and CSA in 
Hong Kong whereby class needs to be understood as a relational struggle between 
different fractions of the middle class over issues of food production and consumption. In 
this sense, the Hong Kong middle class has an important role in fostering both Fair Trade 
and CSA, being their main drivers and having the necessary social, cultural and economic 
capital to develop better connections with middle class consumers.  
 
The overarching aim of the research is to understand why the social phenomena of Fair 
Trade and CSA have emerged in the context of Hong Kong, given that in recent years, 
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certain fractions of the middle class have chosen to mobilize around issues of 
environmental degradation and social justice. As Hong Kong is a key player in the global 
capitalist system and a highly profit-driven society, I am particularly interested in 
understanding the values, strategies and practices of the study participants opposing the 
‘Hong Kong way of life’ characterized by conspicuous consumption and material gain 
(Mathews & Lui, 2001). Whilst these actors may not necessarily view themselves as 
being part of a social movement in terms of their personal philosophy of life, I use the 
lens of social movement theory to argue that these mobilizations can be categorized as 
new social movements. Moreover, the middle class in Hong Kong has often been 
portrayed as politically docile, apathetic and concerned mainly with securing its material 
well-being (Johnston, 1994).  
 
In addition, the research will ask the following questions: 
 
1. To what extent can we understand the alternative food networks of Fair 
Trade and CSA in Hong Kong to be indicative of a new social movement? 
2. What characterizes the individuals within Fair Trade and CSA and do they 
constitute a new category of middle class?  
 
Summary of the thesis  
 
Chapter Two presents a review of the literature on alternative food networks and provides 
a contextual background to this research. The focus is on examining the major 
characteristics of AFNs as the basis for their differentiation from industrialized and 
conventional forms of agriculture. I chart how interest in AFNs began with the quality 
‘turn’ in rural sociology (Murdoch, Marsden & Banks, 2000), re-directing attention to the 
recent development of AFNs and the ways in which they ‘turn’ away from productivist 
systems of food provisioning. The specific dynamics of AFNs are explored in relation to 
notions of quality, locality and the re-embedding of social and ecological relations. A key 
argument highlighted is that AFNs such as farmers’ markets, CSA and Fair Trade have 
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emerged as sites of resistance to the forces of globalization because, broadly speaking, 
they support a type of sustainable development based on a set of values that contradict 
the dominant logic of the global agri-food system. The back-to-the-land literature is also 
examined as it offers useful insights to understanding urban-rural migration by the middle 
class and the creation of a ‘rural idyll’ and its sets of practices which are of relevance to 
this research.           
 
The theories guiding this research project are given in Chapter Three and these include 
NSM theory and cultural theories relating to issues of class and identity. NSM theory is 
shown to be more accurately a bundle of theories which attempts to characterize and 
explain the emergence of contemporary social movements thereby demonstrating NSMs 
are qualitatively different from ‘old’ social movements of the industrial era. The 
application of NSM theories to the study findings will serve to demonstrate that the 
mobilizations by the middle class in Hong Kong can be categorized as NSMs. 
Additionally, the cultural theories of Bourdieu (1984; 1990a) on social distinction and 
Snow and Anderson (1987) on social identity will facilitate an understanding of how the 
research subjects’ practices, habitus and dispositions can be linked to social class and 
identity. This will form the basis for the thesis argument that the mobilizations around 
Fair Trade and CSA represent a class struggle by a subaltern fraction of the Hong Kong 
middle class attempting to re-define itself as a new stratum of the middle class.  
 
Chapter Four describes the research setting and provides the contextual background for 
studying Fair Trade and CSA in Hong Kong. After presenting key facts and figures of 
Hong Kong, I provide a brief historical account of Hong Kong as this is important for 
understanding the rise of Chinese capitalism and the role of the Chinese elite in shaping 
the cultural climate of Hong Kong, particularly in patterns of consumption. Hong Kong’s 
economic development since the Second World War is discussed within the context of 
intensified globalization, showing how this led to the economic and political re-
structuring of the territory and a shift to postindustrial society. Associated with these 
structural changes is the emergence of a new social stratum, the ‘new’ middle class, 
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which stands out in Hong Kong because of its high levels of education and the roles it 
plays in society, and this has bearings on this research. 
 
Chapter Five describes the research design and methodology utilized in the research 
project and is divided into five parts according to the different phases of the research 
process. It is argued that the theoretical paradigm of social constructivism is most 
apposite to this study on the philosophical basis that knowledge of the social world is 
continually being constructed and re-constructed by social actors in their efforts to make 
sense of their everyday lives. In utilising this approach, it is possible to gain insights into 
‘lifeworld’ of the research subjects by generating and analysing interview data to explore 
the meanings participants’ attach to their practices and their involvement in the food 
networks of Fair Trade and CSA. The employment of a qualitative case study approach 
using a multiple, embedded case study design is argued on the basis that it allows for an 
in-depth and intensive study of the unique social phenomena of Fair Trade and CSA in 
Hong Kong. The specific methods of interviewing, participant observation and 
documentation are described and explained as techniques for generating data and issues 
researcher positionality, reflexivity, ethics, subjectivity and quality of research are 
addressed.   
 
Chapter Six is the first of two analysis chapters presented in this research. It examines the 
alternative food networks of Fair Trade and CSA and interrogates the extent to which 
they can be considered new social movements in accordance with NSM theories. The 
alternative food networks of Fair Trade and CSA shared many of the characteristics of 
NSMs. These included, first, a pluralism of values that were mostly postmaterialistic, 
emphasizing quality of life concerns. Second, the construction of ideologies of resistance 
that opposed the prevailing and dominant paradigms of sustainable development and 
global trade. Third, the data indicated that the participants expressed preference for non-
conventional political channels to express their social protest and which took the form of 
cultural and symbolic resistance such as farmers’ markets, LETS and Fair Trade events. 
Fourth, the participants had a preference for loose organizational forms that were 
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participatory and often publicly invisible functioning as ‘submerged networks’ (Melucci, 
1989) and were an expression of the movements’ values and member identities.  
 
Chapter Seven focuses on the politicization of everyday life whereby the private aspects 
of the participants’ social life becomes politicized (Johnston, 1994). By drawing on NSM 
theories and the work of Bourdieu (1984) on social class and Snow and Anderson (1987) 
on social identity, it is argued that the participants’ involvement in Fair Trade and CSA is 
an attempt to form a new social identity and constitutes a form of class struggle between 
fractions of the Hong Kong middle class. The thesis contends the goal of the participants 
is to transform their middle class habitus and identity and to achieve this, they engaged in 
the social strategies of associational distancing and self-presentation which manifested as 
the adoption of a range of ‘green’ and ethically-based practices.       
 
Chapter Eight is the final and concluding chapter of the thesis. The research questions 
posed at the beginning of the thesis are addressed in relation to the study findings and 
conclusions are drawn based on the empirical evidence. The significance and contribution 
made by this research project is presented, as well as its study limitations, and ideas are 
forwarded regarding the potential for future research on the study of social movements in 
Hong Kong and internationally.   
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CHAPTER TWO: Literature review: Alternative food networks 
 
Introduction 
 
This chapter reviews the literature on alternative food networks (AFNs) and provides a 
background to, and context for, my research. In particular, literature on how AFNs ‘turn’ 
away from the productivist, standardized food and agricultural system is examined and 
entails identifying the key characteristics of AFNs and how their ‘alternativeness’ is 
defined in relation to notions of quality. First, the chapter begins with a section on 
neoliberal globalization and its impact on food and agriculture because it provides the 
context for understanding the emergence of contemporary AFNs. Next, I explore 
literature showing that AFNs operate as social movements and how they have been 
conceptualized. This is followed by reviewing literature investigating the major 
characteristics of AFNs such as the shortening of food chains leading to the new forms of 
social relations forged between producers and consumers. Other characteristics identified 
include how AFNs distribute food outside of conventional channels such as farmers’ 
markets and local exchange trading systems (LETS), which are dedicated to food 
provisioning underpinned by environmental, economic and social values. The chapter 
also examines literature specifically relating to how food quality is socially constructed 
and concentrates on studies that have drawn on Conventions Theory (CT) as a means for 
analysing the rules, norms and conventions for negotiating quality in the economic 
exchange process. This leads to a section critically evaluating literature on the issue of 
certification and standards which is pertinent to this case study for understanding the 
participants’ varied viewpoints in relation to Fair Trade and CSA ideologies. Next, the 
concepts of social and ecologically embeddedness are explored which is then followed by 
a brief overview of literature on the localization of food systems highlighting some of the 
major criticisms raised by agri-food scholars on the romantic anti-politics associated with 
localism.          
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Neoliberalism, neoliberal globalization and the rise of AFNs  
 
The logic of neoliberalism can be seen as the analytic cornerstone for understanding the 
ways in which the food and agricultural sector has been transformed. Harvey (2005) 
defines neoliberalism as a theory of political economic practices which proposes that 
humans can achieve their full well-being through the market by liberating their 
entrepreneurial freedom. This can only be attained when the market operates within an 
institutional framework that actively promotes free market principles and strong private 
property rights. In this sense, neoliberalism is essentially a practical and 
economic/political project oriented towards shifting governance away from the nation-
state and into the hands of the private sector. It is characterized by the privatization of 
public resources, minimization of labour costs, displacement of governance away from 
the nation-state and the abolishment of regulations which are seen as hindrances to 
business.  
 
Neoliberalism, as the name suggests, is a revival of liberalism though in a re-incarnated 
form. According to Fukuyama (2006) and Wolfson (2004), it is a distinct ideology that 
has a strong emphasis on economic liberalism. Economic liberalism is founded on the 
primacy of the market and one which promotes minimal state intervention, efficiency, 
self-interest and individualism. Competition is seen as the driving force for growth and 
progress and it is assumed that the market is self-regulating. According to Saad-Filho and 
Johnston (2005:1), ‘we live in the age of neoliberalism’ which has been described as the 
dominant ideology shaping the world today. In its current form, neoliberalism is 
expressed in global terms functioning as a model for which all sectors of the economy 
and society are expected to follow, and indeed the whole of life itself. It has led the re-
structuring of the global food and agricultural system resulting in social inequities and 
environmental degradation turning food into a major arena of protest.  
 
The practical expression of neoliberalism i.e. the global pursuit of liberal economic goals, 
is often termed neoliberal globalization and is a process which began in the late 1980’s 
(Werlof, 2010). Much has been written about the extent to which neoliberalization has 
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operated as an economic/political project (Heynen & Robbins, 2005; Peck & Tickell, 
2002; Peck, 2004; Brenner, Peck & Theodore, 2010; Aalbers, 2013). In the food and 
agricultural sector, the main aspects of neoliberalization include the opening up of 
markets, government de-regulation, trade liberalization, privatization and the elimination 
of the concept of public goods or the community and its replacement with individual 
responsibility. According to Scholte (2005), neoliberal globalization is an economically 
driven process based on the principles of private property and a laissez faire economics. 
It does not involve the complete removal of rules and regulations but these are required to 
ensure the optimal functioning of the market and the protection of private ownership.  
 
Much of agri-food literature has focussed on the impacts of trade liberalization on 
agriculture (Le Heron, 1993; McMichael, 2000a; 2000b; Buller, 2001; Hollander, 2004). 
This literature documents the wholesale efforts to liberalize agriculture resulting in the re-
configuration of trading rules led by global financial institutions such as the WTO and 
IMF which are cited as the main vehicles of reform. It is argued that re-structuring of 
global agriculture has intensified the division of labour and sub-ordinated Southern 
producers to global production and consumption relations orchestrated by transnational 
corporations (TNC’s). Under these conditions, food and agriculture are less anchored in 
societies, states and cultures and have become a component in global sourcing strategies. 
According to McMichael (2000b), the neoliberal globalization project is unsustainable, 
‘shortsighted’ and represents a crisis in development.  Moreover, the process of 
neoliberal globalization has led to a ‘race for the bottom’ (Murray &Raynolds, 2007:6) 
whereby TNC’s compete globally to exploit the lowest possible human and 
environmental inputs. It is purported that the rise of TNC’s has been central to 
accelerating the process of neoliberal globalization as it continually seeks to source and 
market in an increasingly unfettered fashion. According to scholars, these powerful 
international actors have exploited emerging global trade to gain influence in the 
economic, political and cultural domains (Appadurai, 1990; Held et al, 1999). Global 
financial institutions facilitate this process through re-regulating policies that are 
‘increasingly voluntarist, neo-corporatist regulatory frameworks involving non-binding 
standards and rules, public-private co-operation, self-regulation and greater participation 
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from citizen coalitions’ (McCarthy & Prudham, 2004:276). It is within this milieu that 
food activism surrounding the politics of food has arisen. The emergence of AFNs such 
as Fair Trade, farmers markets, CSA and LETS are testament to the growing 
dissatisfaction in civil society towards the hegemonic influence of neoliberalism on the 
agri-food sector. Moreover, these food networks can be seen as alternatives to the process 
of neoliberal globalization challenging its dominant logic through advocating a 
‘globalization from below’ (Falk, 1997). 
 
AFNs and social movement activity 
 
In the literature, alternative food networks such as Fair Trade and CSA are often 
conceptualized as social movements in that they powerfully critique neoliberalization. 
Moreover, they are seen as social movements on the basis of their specific movement 
dynamics. For example, Fair Trade operates as a social movement by fostering the ‘re-
embedding of international commodity production and distribution in equitable social 
relations’ (Raynolds, 2000:297). Through re-connecting Northern consumers with 
Southern producers, Fair Trade seeks to re-direct neoliberal globalization’s 
transformative powers towards creating greater social equity on a global scale (Barrett-
Brown, 1993; Raynolds, 2000; Low & Davenport 2006; Jaffee (2007). It accomplishes 
this by merging an alternative business model with explicit political objectives as a 
means of ‘transform(ing) traditionally exploitative global production and trade relations’ 
(Murray & Raynolds, 2000:67.) For Whatmore and Thorne (1997), Fair Trade can be 
seen as a network through which actors construct spaces using certain modes of ordering 
mobilizing specific rationalities that allow it to resist neoliberal globalization of the agri-
food sector. Wilkinson (2007) asserts that Fair Trade is a new economic social movement 
that combines very different dynamics which are often in conflict with one another yet 
are mutually reinforcing. For example, the mainstreaming of Fair Trade products has 
been accompanied by intensive campaigning activities to expand the movement into new 
areas. Fair Trade relies heavily on politicizing consumers (Micheletti, 2003) who are 
mobilized through new patterns of individualized collective action as consumer-activists.  
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Ideologically, Fair Trade challenges aspects of hegemony which includes colonialism and 
conventional global trade but as highlighted by Johnston (2002) and Starr (2005), it does 
not challenge the ideology of consumption and in this sense, contrasts with CSA.    
 
Like Fair Trade, studies of the CSA food network, which include farmers’ markets, show 
these to be mobilizations that deliberately resist the dominant, globalized food system 
(Delind & Ferguson, 1999; Smirl, 2011; Schnell, 2013; Obach & Tobin, 2014).   
US academic literature has shown that these local food systems foster an anti-capitalist 
food politics by their emphasis on localized food production and the building of local 
communities (Hendrickson & Heffernan, 2002; Holloway & Kneafsey, 2004; Dupuis & 
Goodman, 2005). In Europe, however, supporters of local food systems are less 
politically oriented and more interested in defending a Eurocentric rural imagery and 
cultural identities against corporate globalization (Buller, 2000; Gray, 2000; Goodman, 
2004). By emphasising social cohesion and new forms of economic relationships, CSA 
and farmers’ markets practise civic agriculture which contrasts with industrialized forms 
of agriculture. It is argued that they not only represent a departure from industrialized 
food systems but re-invigorate civic and political engagement at the local level. 
(Hinrichs, 2000; Lyson, 2004). Moreover, Obach & Tobin (2014).   
 
These studies show that Fair Trade and CSA are active in promoting a politics of food 
production and consumption based on an alternative ‘ethics of care’. Fair Trade facilitates 
a ‘solidarity of difference’ (Goodman, 2004891) by linking reflexive consumers in the 
North with impoverished Southern producers which politicizes consumption. Similarly, 
the formation of direct ethical production-consumption links in CSA food networks have 
created a spatial dynamics of concern fashioned from ethical places of production and 
consumption that is locally based (Delind & Ferguson, 1999).  According to Tovey 
(2002) and Allen & Kovach (2000), alternative agriculture such as organic agriculture, 
can be understood as a social movement in the sense that it seeks to bring about societal 
change through cultural and political innovations. These include a concern with 
alternative values, lifestyles, personal identities and cultural symbols which contribute 
towards membership of the movement. However, Tovey’s (2002) study of organic 
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agriculture in Ireland showed that as a movement, it is divided. On the one hand, it draws 
organic practitioners who want to support the ideology of the movement which seeks to a 
more sustainable agri-food system whilst challenging the abstract capitalist relations that 
fuel exploitation of global food production. On the other hand, it has attracted organic 
practitioners who are not intent on becoming movement members but by state or 
corporate sponsored programmes of technical re-education (Lyons & Lawrence, 2002). It 
is clear from the literature that Fair Trade and CSA can be understood as social 
movements by their movement dynamics. They are both broadly committed to 
challenging the social, economic and environmental injustices perpetrated by neoliberal 
globalization of the food and agricultural sector.  
 
Conceptualizing AFNs 
 
At this stage, it is useful to begin by examining the different ways in which AFNs have 
commonly been conceptualized in agri-food literature. For Goodman (2004), AFNs 
represent a ‘turn’ by producers and consumers away from industrial food provisioning 
towards quality. Similarly, Dupuis and Goodman (2005) define AFNs in terms of their 
rejection of the global, environmentally degrading conventional food system but, as 
pointed out by Follet (2009), this does not necessarily shed light on the particular 
characteristics which make a food network ‘alternative’. However, broadly speaking, 
AFNs can be described as newly emerging groups of producers, consumers and other 
actors who have collected together in support of alternative ideas of agriculture which 
contrast and challenge the dominant mode of industrialized and productivist agriculture 
(DuPuis & Goodman, 2005; Kloppenburg, Hendrickson & Stevenson, 1996; Morgan, 
Marsden & Murdoch, 2006; Murdoch et al., 2000). According to Goodman and Goodman 
(2007), AFNs are ‘new and rapidly mainstreaming spaces in the food economy defined 
by among -  other things -  an explosion of organic, Fair Trade and local, quality and 
premium speciality foods’ (Goodman and Goodman, 2007:2). As can be seen, the 
complexity of AFNs makes it difficult to generalize their characteristics but, as suggested 
by Dupuis and Goodman (2005), this may indeed be a good thing. They argue that the 
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quality turn in the literature has led to the rejection of the ontology of AFNs as fixed and, 
instead, they recommend an ‘open, continuous and reflexive discourse’ to the study of 
AFNs. However, for the purpose of this research project, it is necessary to identify the 
characteristics of AFNs as in the analysis chapters the characteristics of Fair Trade and 
CSA in Hong Kong are compared with the characteristics of NSMs to determine whether 
they can be categorized as social movements.    
    
The key characteristics of AFNs 
 
AFNs can be characterized by having short food supply chains which effectively ‘short 
circuit’ the long, complex and rationally organized chains typical of the industrialized 
mode of production (Marsden, Banks & Bristow, 2000; Renting, Marsden & Banks, 
2003). Short food supply chains have fewer intermediaries and the distance travelled by 
food to reach sites of distribution and consumption is reduced (O'Hara & Stagle, 2001). 
This form of direct marketing is characteristic of AFNs and has the advantage of enabling 
farmers to capture more of the profit (Jarosz, 2000). According to Renting et al (2003), 
AFNs are characterized by three categories of direct producer-consumer relationships. 
The first is typified by face-to-face contacts whereby consumers purchase directly from 
producers from farm shops, farmers’ markets, ‘pick your own’, e-commerce or box 
schemes. Through these direct social interactions, consumer trust in the authenticity and 
quality of the product is fostered and becomes an important mediator of food quality. The 
second category consists of proximate AFNs which extend beyond direct social contacts 
and are based on relations of proximity. These food networks have intermediaries who 
act on behalf of the producer and are responsible for guaranteeing quality and 
authenticity of food products often sold under regional quality hallmarks (Banks, 2001; 
Roep, 2002). In the third category, the reach of AFNs is extended further in time and 
space and involves selling products to consumers outside of the region of production. 
Because food products are sold to consumers, who have no experience of the locality, 
there is a need for institutionalized conventions, standards and labelling to ensure 
consumers make the connection between the place of production and the values of the 
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people involved in the production processes. The information provided on food products 
is embedded in ethical, environmental and social values on the nature of production and 
is critical for differentiating AFNs from conventional food systems, which will be a focus 
of discussion later in this chapter.       
 
Second, AFNs primarily market and distribute food products via alternative venues such 
as farmers’ markets, food fairs, LETS, local restaurants and shops, food co-operatives, 
CSA box schemes and local food-to-school initiatives (Jarosz, 2000). These food venues 
lie outside the conventional food distribution channels of supermarket chains and 
discount stores which rely on high volume discounts and international sourcing of food 
products (Hendrickson & Heffernan, 2002).  
 
A third characteristic of AFNs is that they express a particular set of values concerning 
how food is produced, distributed and consumed. These values focus on preserving the 
environment, prioritizing social relations and honouring cultural and traditional norms 
and promoting just and equitable conditions under which food is produced (Grey, 2000; 
Kloppenburg, Lezberg, De Master, Stevenson & Hendrickson, 2000). Generally, AFNs 
support a philosophy of environmentalism which finds expression through the adoption 
of organic farming principles based on the non-use of chemical fertilizers, pesticides or 
genetically modified seeds. For example, Tovey (1997) argues that farmers who are 
actively involved in AFNs are motivated by the ideologies underpinning organic 
agriculture and hence are different to commercial organic farmers. On this basis, she 
argues that AFNs have the potential to act as a social movement by being carriers and 
promoters of alternative values and are not narrowly preoccupied with specific 
agricultural techniques. In this sense, food production is holistic and becomes ‘geared to 
achieving a balance between crops and livestock in ways that are sympathetic with, not 
hostile to the environment’ (James, 1993: 206).  
 
A fourth feature of AFNs is that they tend to hold a particular view of humankind’s 
relationship with nature. According to Eder (1996), the advent of modernity has resulted 
in two very different views of nature: on the one hand, nature is seen as a source of 
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goodness and on the other, as a resource for human exploitation. Nature becomes either 
an object of scientific inquiry or an ‘object of touristic devotion; as free nature…….(and) 
a medium for recreation (Eder, 1996:145). Eder argues this ambivalence towards nature 
has resulted in a ‘double structure’ in the perception of nature, producing antagonism 
between those seeking to either dominate or protect nature. Murdoch and Miele (1999) 
have taken Eder’s point on the ‘double structure’ and shown how, in the modern food 
system, this has been given practical expression within the mass production of food. In 
their case study of two Italian food companies, they demonstrated the modern food 
system has not only increased in complexity, but has led to a bifurcation of food 
production into two zones: industrialized and standardized global food networks and 
localized, specialized AFNs. This clearly illustrates how the ‘double structure’ of 
instrumental and non-instrumental perspectives on nature can play out in the globalized 
food sector. In a different vein, Kaltoft (2001) argues that the particular view of nature 
held by AFNs can be traced to a communitarian ideology which supports ideas of direct 
links between production and consumption, viable local communities, de-globalization 
and a revitalization of nature. Moreover, she specifically highlights that nature should not 
regarded in binary terms whereby humankind and nature are considered separate and 
distinct ontological categories. Rather, AFNs should be acknowledged as hybrids 
(Latour, 1993) which transcend processes of purification that characterize modernity. As 
can be seen from AFN literature, the concept of the network has had particular utility in 
agri-food research by helping to overcome binary thinking and providing an alternative 
means for exploring the dynamics of AFNs.  
 
A fifth characteristic of AFNs is that they use a set of criteria to define food quality that is 
different from the industrialized food system. AFNs emphasize meaning construction in 
the development of new definitions of food quality and to analyze this, agri-food scholars 
have been increasingly drawn to theories of conventions (CT) to explore how quality is 
socially and cognitively constructed (Levy, 2002; Salais & Storper, 1992). Originally, CT 
was developed to understand how economic actors co-ordinate exchange outcomes 
according to certain rules, conventions and regulations, especially in situations where 
there are ‘incomplete contracts’ such as when goods are not fully defined prior to 
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exchange and there is uncertainty over their quality (Chevassus-Loza & Valceschini, 
1994; Wilkinson, 1997). Essentially, CT is concerned with characteristics of actors and 
objects in the exchange context and the ways in which they co-ordinate with each other 
through cognitive and social interactions to arrive at a specific outcome. It has been 
utilized to enable understanding of how actors negotiate the ‘situational appropriateness’ 
of their evaluative criteria when making a decision or formulating a viewpoint (Lamont 
& Thevenot, 2000:6). In agri-food studies, CT has been applied to examine how food 
quality is socially constructed and co-ordinated in particular exchange contexts (Barham, 
2002; Kirwan, 2006; Murdoch et al., 2000; Sage, 2003; Straete, 2004). In a study by 
Kirwan (2006)  on UK farmers’ markets, the CT framework was used in conjunction with 
Offer’s (1997) notion of an economy of regard to explore how food is differentiated on 
the basis of quality constructs by producers and consumers in order to circumvent the 
uniform standards of conventionally produced foods. A key finding by Kirwan was that 
the ongoing social interactions between producers and consumers allowed for more 
individualized and locally contingent quality evaluation. Although producers and 
consumers had fundamentally different agendas, the farmers’ markets provided the 
context in which individuals could work out how to achieve what they each wanted 
through their interactions.   
 
As discussed above, it is clear that quality as defined by AFNs is different from the 
industrialized food sector. In the industrialized food system, quality is often conflated 
with ‘consistency’ and this has resulted in the terminologically confusing term ‘quality 
consistency’, according to Schaeffer (1993). Consumers are therefore led to believe 
quality refers to food that is uniform or standardized in character and this, argues 
Schaeffer, can lead to ambiguity and differences in interpretation by various actors over 
what constitutes quality. This point has been picked up by Morris and Young (2000) who 
argue that food quality should relate to the particular methods of production that are 
responsible for shaping and organizing food supply networks such as the building of 
relationships between producers and consumers. In other words, the notion of quality 
requires an assessment of both the intrinsic properties of food (such as its physical 
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characteristics) and its extrinsic properties of food (i.e. the conditions under which the 
food is produced, distributed and retailed) (Nygard & Storstad, 1998).  
 
Quality, then, is not a monolithic concept and, as Ilbery and Kneafsey (2000) note, is a 
definition that acquires meaning which can be problematic when powerful actors within 
the food chain appropriate the term for their own products. For example, supermarkets 
claiming their products are all of high quality on the basis they meet specific health and 
safety standards seek to appeal to consumers concerned with food safety issues thereby 
representing an opportunity for food corporates to increase sales and raise their prices 
(Morris & Young, 2000).  Similarly, in the organic and Fair Trade market, food 
corporates have produced their own range of Fair Trade and organic products, making it 
difficult for small producers to differentiate and secure added value to their products. 
Moreover, it has been noted by Buck et al (1997) that in Northern California, the agri-
food industry has begun manipulating the meanings of organic by taking on other 
meanings such as that it ‘tastes better’ and is ‘healthier for you’. These new meanings 
have the effect of deflecting consumers from the intended message of raising awareness 
over environmental and social issues involved in food production and consumption. 
Essentially, food quality in AFNs is primarily based on criteria relating to building a 
particular type of relationship between producers and consumers and having a concern 
for the environment that, together, aid in constructing values and meanings about food 
production and consumption (Goodman, 2003). It therefore contrasts with the 
industrialized food system, which has turned to using certification schemes and quality 
trademarks as a means of ensuring product quality and repeated sales to consumers. 
However, AFNs have begun adopting third party certification and this has led to conflicts 
over quality being associated with specific marks of quality.  
 
Networking: Actor Network Theory (ANT)  
 
The organization of food systems into networks, rather than industrialized supply chains, 
is one means by which Fair Trade, CSA and organic agriculture can counter the negative 
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effects of neoliberal globalization by operating as social movements. The network 
concept has been used mainly in studies on Fair Trade to increase understanding of the 
operation of power relations within this particular AFN. To this end, agri-food 
researchers such as Whatmore and Thorne (1997), Murdoch, (1995) and Murdoch and 
Marsden (1995), Lockie, (2002) have drawn on Actor Network Theory (ANT) as it 
provides a theoretical framework for understanding the dynamics of power relations in 
strengthening and lengthening the network. An ANT perspective is therefore useful for 
understanding how the Hong Kong Fair Trade network is fundamentally relational 
deriving its activism, morality and consciousness from the relations developed between 
various entities both human and non-human. It also aids in understanding the role of 
these entities or actants in strengthening these relationships both within Hong Kong and 
internationally. 
 
First, a brief explanation of ANT is in order. ANT was developed by Latour (1993), 
Callon (1991) and Law (1986; 1994) and does not represent a single unified approach. It 
can broadly be described as ‘a collective attempt to dissolve dichotomies both between 
macro and micro-levels of sociological analyzes and between the very ideas of the social 
and the natural as distinct and independent spheres’ (Lockie & Kitto, 2000:6). As a term, 
actor-network is an oxymoron in that it suggests the actor is at the same time, a network 
and in doing so contradicts the binary opposition of agency and structure. In the words of 
Callon (1987) an actor-network is ‘reducible neither to an actor alone nor to a 
network….An actor-network is networking heterogeneous elements and a network that is 
able to redefine and transform what it is made of’ (Callon, 1987:93). Essentially, ANT 
argues that humans and non-humans (actants) need to be understood as a network of 
relationships in which their identity is defined through their interactions. In this sense, 
actor-networks are hybrids composed of a heterogeneous array of people, organizations, 
technologies, nature etc. all of which mediate the network. Latour (1993) terms 
technological actants such as documents, telephones or computers as ‘immutable 
mobiles’ which help sustain patterns of connection within the actor-network (Latour, 
1993:122). Law (1994) describes networks in terms of power relations which are not 
linear, but unidirectional. They are ‘states of being which fall somewhere between 
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passive objects of human will and imagination which litter the social sciences and the 
autonomous external forces favoured in natural science accounts’ (Whatmore & Thorne, 
1997:239).  
 
The notion of hybridity is often utilized in agri-food research to facilitate understanding 
of the impact of the processes of neoliberal globalization on food systems (Lockie, 2002; 
Lockie & Kitto, 2000; Whatmore & Thorne, 1997) as well as provide a critique.  
Whatmore and Thorne (1997) and Goodman (2004) have drawn on ANT for exploring 
the alternative geographies of the Fair Trade food network co-existing with the corporate 
food network yet countering and resisting its values and practices. For example, 
Whatmore and Thorne’s (1997) study of the Fair Trade network demonstrated that food 
networks can be seen as sets of power relations wherein the power lies not in the actors 
themselves but in the links they have with other actors and entities. In their analysis of 
the Fair Trade coffee network, the authors draw on Law’s concept of ‘mode of ordering’ 
(Law, 1986) to show how different agents and actants are enrolled into a network which 
has the effect of strengthening it. They argue the ‘mode of ordering of enterprise’ 
concerning the instrumental and practical aspects of commodity production, marketing 
and expansion is mediated by the ‘mode of ordering of connectivity’. This mode of 
connectivity in the Fair Trade network establishes the value of fairness, which assists 
farmers in achieving a ‘fair price’ while enabling consumers to buy ‘excellent quality 
coffee’. However, this can lead to problems in balancing different modes of ordering e.g. 
mode of connectivity versus the mode of enterprise. A major point Whatmore and Thorne 
(1997) highlight in their paper is the importance of the interactions between human and 
non-human agents and the role they play in lengthening the network across great 
distances. In addition, they argue that non-human agents should not be considered passive 
agents and demonstrate the active roles they play within the network. 
  
A highlight of Whatmore and Thorne (1997) study is their identification of the 
importance of the relational ethic developed between consumers and producers in the 
food network. This point has been further elaborated by Goodman (2004) in his 
examination of Fair Trade as a moral economy. Goodman describes Fair Trade as a moral 
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economy built on the ‘political, ethical and spatial implications of Fair Trade’s 
connection of livelihood struggles to lifestyle choices’ of reflexive Northern consumers 
(Goodman, 2004:891). He explores the interplay between the political and ethical aspects 
of Fair Trade consumption as an alternative development through an analysis on the 
commoditization of Fair Trade. According to Goodman, Fair Trade is commoditized into 
two inseparable and interrelated production moments, the first of which involves the 
material creation of Fair Trade – i.e. its products – and the second moment captures the 
‘discursive fields that surround, construct and politicize these foods’ (Goodman, 
2004:898). He argues that the Fair Trade network operates as a social movement through 
its dissemination of knowledge about Fair Trade on its products by activist organizations. 
Fair Trade products can be considered as actants in the network that serve to: 
 
… lengthen across the spaces of consumption, to work against and translate actors 
from more conventional agrofood networks… (and) is as much about the 
competition for the hearts and minds (and purchases) of consumers through the 
discursive tactics of language and symbols… (Goodman & Goodman, 2001:111)  
 
What these studies demonstrate is that the process of globalization is not an all-
encompassing process but one which is partial and contested (Amin & Thrift, 1995). It is 
a process involving time-space compression (Giddens, 1984) and the ‘interweavings of 
situated people, artefacts, codes and living things and the maintenance of particular 
tapestries of connection across the world’ (Whatmore & Thorne, 1997:236). It follows 
then, that globalization cannot be reduced to a single logic lying outside the social sphere 
and because it is a partial, unstable and a socially contested process, it naturally produces 
spaces of alterity and resistance. 
 
In this section I have included a rather detailed discussion of Goodman’s work the 
material and semiotic commoditization of Fair Trade. The reason for this is that I am 
interested in understanding how imprinting and embodiment of information of Fair Trade 
products has become the moral business of some of the Fair Trade participants in this 
  36 
study. In Chapter Seven, I  present an analysis of specific Fair Trade products in Hong 
Kong which are examined through the lens of Goodman’s work.  
 
The re-localization of food systems  
 
As mentioned earlier, a major characteristic of AFNs is that they are an embodiment of 
alternative values relating to food production and consumption which has been used by 
food activists as a basis to argue for a food politics that centres on place. This is evident 
in the burgeoning of literature showing that food activism has been constructed as an 
alternative ethic manifesting as the re-localization of food systems (Henderson and 
Heffernan, (2002). The general theme of food localization literature is built on an 
alternative ethic, whereby the local is pitted against the global and, as some 
commentators have observed, becomes a pillar of the questionable binary of global-local 
relations. An ‘ethics of care’ rooted in the local is promoted as a site of resistance and, 
according to Holloway and Kneafsey (2000), AFNs such as farmers’ markets are 
simultaneously alternative and reactionary spaces founded on the social construction of 
certain ideologies and meanings relating to food production and consumption. More 
importantly, this ethics of care is considered as intrinsically spatial and associated with 
the desire to develop close relationships between producers and consumers within the 
local context. For example, they reported how consumers gave ethical reasons for buying 
‘British’ or ‘English’ to support local farmers but this could also be interpreted as a form 
of reactionary politics and alternative space challenging the time-space distanciation 
characterizing global productivist agriculture.    
 
It is evident in AFN literature that the local can be read as an alternative space of 
resistance which works against anomic global capitalism and the mass consumption of 
‘placeless foods’ (Murdoch & Miele, 1999). However, some agri-food researchers have 
questioned this normative view of localization which valorizes place as conflict-free, 
innocent and embracing a utopian set of values (DuPuis & Goodman, 2005; Hinrichs, 
2000; Hinrichs & Kremer, 2002; Winter, 2003). Concerns have been raised that food re-
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localization can result in an ‘unreflexive’ localism which can threaten the viability of 
AFNs as a potent challenge to the globalized conventional food production system. It has 
been pointed out by Hinrichs (2003) and Winter (2003) that ‘the local’, as a concept, 
implies either an inclusion or exclusion of certain social groups and, according to Dupuis 
and Goodman (2005:362), this can lead ‘to a potentially undemocratic, unrepresentative 
and defensive militant particularism’.  
 
Hinrichs (2003) has highlighted that food localization based on alternative and ethical 
values tends to make ‘local’ a proxy for the ‘good’ and ‘global’ a proxy for the ‘bad’ and, 
in doing so, overstates the value of proximity which remains ‘unspecified, and obscures 
more equivocal social and environmental outcomes’ (Hinrichs, 2003:35). Moreover, there 
is the tendency to conflate social ties with the spatial leading to the belief that face-to-
face interactions automatically lead to beneficial outcomes (Hinrichs, 2000). It is this, 
argues Hinrichs, which leads to a contradictory politics of food system localization 
emphasizing the ‘construction, relational positioning and protection of the local’ 
(Hinrichs, 2003:37). Allen (1999) incisively points out that while local people have a 
specialized knowledge unavailable to outsiders, it is only partial and cannot be a 
substitute for total knowledge. She emphasizes the importance of situated knowledge 
and, in quoting Harvey (1996:303), states that local knowledge is ‘insufficient to 
understand the broader socio-ecological processes occurring at scales that cannot be 
directly experienced and are therefore…outside of phenomenological reach’ (Allen, 
1999:122). According to Harvey (1996), the current enthusiasm for things local can lead 
to the truncation, rather than the emancipation of political activity, and this is evident in 
AFN literature on food system localization. This cautionary note is echoed by Winter 
(2003), who is concerned that the turn to localism and a defensive politics does not 
necessarily represent a challenge to the dominant, globalized food system. Based on 
empirical research on food purchases in five rural localities in England and Wales, 
Winter concluded that defensive localism was often more to do with local-national 
politics than with alternative values and personal politics. He re-iterates that defensive 
localism is not necessarily a conservative force and suggests that further research is 
required to understand the motivations of consumers and the consequences of their 
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actions. DuPuis and Goodman (2005) note, however, that there is a growing tendency to 
view the localization of food systems not only as an antithesis to neoliberal globalization 
but as a romantic alternative through which an anti-politics can be expressed. This is 
particularly evident in North America where scholars have embraced localization as a 
simplistic solution as exemplified in a case study on the Kansas City Food Circle 
organization by Hendrickson and Heffernan (2002). In their study of the Food Circle, 
they found active participation in local, sustainable alternatives to the industrialized food 
system, the aim of which was to educate the public on issues of sustainability. It was the 
role of the Food Circle to ‘connect all actors in the food system in a sensible and 
sustainable way that sustains the community, is healthy for people and the environment, 
and returns control of the food system to local communities’ (Hendrickson & Heffernan, 
2002:362).  
 
In other words, the Food Circle was about creating a new kind of community based on 
the interconnectedness between people through the production and consumption of food. 
By educating people to buy seasonally-produced food, there was a reconnection of time 
with place whereby time was embodied in the natural cycle of the local food system. 
Hendrickson and Heffernan emphasized that through the re-organization of time and 
space, local food systems can reclaim power and control over food choices and use of 
natural resources to stop the ‘dollar drain’ on local communities. Consequently, the local 
becomes a counter-hegemony to the globalized food production system and a viable 
challenge to the long established trend of productivist agriculture. Activist sentiments are 
made clear throughout the study in its call to oppose domination by global food 
industries. This connection between localized food systems and a rhetoric of food 
activism is paralleled in other studies by Kloppenburg et al (1996) and DeLind (2002). 
Drawing on the notion of the foodshed to describe the complexity and multi-
dimensionality of food systems, Kloppenburg et al (1996) argue that localized food 
systems are spaces where ‘we reassemble our fragmented identities, re-establish 
community, and become native not only to a place, but to each other’ (Kloppenburg et al 
1996:34). Similarly, DeLind (2002) speaks of localized food production as encompassing 
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values of civic agriculture that move away from the mechanistic focus on efficiency and 
standardization towards a more holistic reintegration of people in place.  
 
Middle class, ethnicity and gender 
 
Local food systems seek to build direct connections between producers and consumers 
while maximizing the benefits of purchasing food in these contexts (Feenstra, 1997; 
Hinrichs, 2000). They also promote values and ideas on localism, alterity or otherness 
(Kirwan, 2004). However, direct agricultural contexts such as farmers’ markets and CSA 
can become places and spaces embodying a particular set of values which can lead to an 
‘unreflexive’ localism (Dupuis and Goodman, 2005:360). One problem, according to 
Dupuis and Goodman (2005), is that it could lead to solutions based on alternative 
standards of purity and perfection which are open to corporate co-option. Moreover, 
Guthman and Dupuis (2006) argue that a politics of perfection can often mask neoliberal 
governmentality which turns subjects into consumers privileging particular ways of 
eating that are considered good and is evident in AFNs. In this sense, the local should not 
be considered an innocent term as it can provide the basis for the development of 
reactionary and elitist politics.  
 
In sociological literature, everyday commodity consumption has been described as a 
realm for self-actualization, reflexive monitoring of conduct and the building of new 
relationships between self and others (Miller, 1995, 1998). When this is practised in 
alternative food spaces e.g. Fair Trade and CSA, consumption is converted into a food 
politics that embraces ethical or moral norms which, in turn, affect social practices. For 
example, Fair Trade actively seeks to construct ethical food spaces among Northern 
reflexive consumers living an arguably middle class lifestyle, which means that 
consumption, is as much a class issue, as it is one of choice (Goodman, 2004). However, 
this literature portrays the reflexive consumer as a passive, rather than active participant 
who are not interested in emancipatory mass politics of a Marxist nature i.e. a class 
struggle in food production. Argued from a post-Foucauldian perspective, Goodman and 
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DuPuis (2002) assert that the consumer is a political actor having a de-centred “capacity 
to act” (Baker, 1990) through a politicization of the ‘private’ sphere of everyday life.   
 
A problem identified in the literature is that support for AFN’s comes mainly from the 
middle class and this can be problematic for a number of reasons. It could lead to 
problematic social justice consequences such as social exclusion and social 
homogenization (Hinrichs and Kremer, 2002). As several studies have shown, AFNs tend 
to attract white, affluent middle class members who have a tendency to focus on a politics 
of perfection – of right eating and right eating (Delind and Ferguson, 1999; Dupuis, 2002; 
Dupuis and Goodman, 2005; Guthman; 2008; Hinrichs and Kremer, 2002; Jarosz, 2008; 
Slocum, 2006). Hence, a white middle class politics becomes an ‘unmarked category’ 
which ‘embrace naturalized, unacknowledged possessive investments in class, race, 
gender and place/space’ (Lipsitz, 1998 cited in Goodman, 2009:25). As noted by Dupuis 
(2002), the middle class have, in the past, played an important role in US reform 
movements by universalizing particular practices or lifestyles as ‘perfect’. This ‘politics 
of perfection’ not only incorporates social class but also certain representations of race 
and gender (Slocum, 2006). According to Slocum (2006) race or whiteness is an 
organizing principle in AFNs and stems from inequalities of wealth that both facilitate 
alternative food economies and separate people by their ability to consume. Whiteness is 
associated with ideal notions of healthy eating and of the social act of ‘doing good’ hence 
AFNs such as farmers’ markets can often thrive on a community food culture that has 
been made white.   
 
Moreover, Allen (1999:122) warns that championing food localization ‘based on a 
category of otherness reduces the lens of who we care about’. She notes that community 
projects can unwittingly serve the interests and status needs of the privileged and middle 
class rather than the material needs of the poor. Not surprisingly, alternative food spaces 
such as farmers’ markets and CSA tend to be located in areas of relative affluence (Allen 
& Guthman, 2006; Guthman et al, 2003; Sage, 2003). In a similar vein, racial ethnicity 
can also be seen in agricultural food production (Allen et al, 2003; Guthman, 2004; 
Slocum 2006). In Fair Trade, Muttersbaugh (2002) argues that because Fair Trade’s 
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organic certification system was designed with the typical white middle class farmer in 
mind, it does not translate well into Southern context where farmers are organized 
collectively and are interdependent. More importantly, Southern producers are punished 
financially for not complying with certification and this constitutes neo-colonialism and a 
class divide between the North and South.      
 
A number of studies have observed a relationship between gender, CSA and organic 
agriculture (Cone and Myhre, 2000; Delind and Ferguson, 1999; Liepins, 1998; Trauger 
et al, 2010). This association reflects the increasing trend of women’s involvement of 
women in agriculture and also coincides with their involvement in business generally. 
However, in the US, the growth of female entrepreneurship remains in the margins 
largely due to a perpetuating discourse of entrepreneurship embedded in ‘heroic 
masculinism’ (Lewis, 2006). Nonetheless, women are increasingly drawn into civic 
agriculture (Lyson, 2004)) which seeks to re-embed social and economic activities in 
localities (Delind, 2002). Trauger et al (2010) found that women farmers tended to 
specifically focus on social justice issues and viewed their farming activities as not just 
good business practice but as meeting social and community needs.   
 
Quality concerns: social and ecological embeddedness 
 
In the agro-food industry, production and consumption are increasingly organized around 
the concept of quality and this is reflected in a number of studies analysing mainstream 
and alternative commodity networks (Barham, 2003; Izumi, Wynne Wright & Hamm, 
2010; Marsden et al, 2000; Raynolds, 2002; Sonino & Marsden, 2006). These studies 
take two divergent approaches to re-defining food quality – one approach emphasizes the 
social distinctiveness of AFNs and the other focuses certification and the rise of new 
standards in conventional markets. The literature on the first approach analyzes how new 
quality attributes are created and reinforced within AFNs such as Fair Trade, organic 
foods and regional appellations (Barham, 2003; Marsden et al, 2000; Murdoch et al, 
2000; Raynolds, 2002, 2004; Sonino and Marsden, 2006; Wilkinson, 2002). This body of 
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research highlights the contextual, rather than the intrinsic properties of the product itself. 
Morris and Young (2000) argue that quality consists of the way in which particular 
properties are achieved. In their words quality refers to: 
 
‘different methods and systems that are responsible for the re-shaping and re-
organization of the food supply network as producers and other actors are forced 
to modify methods of production and processing, build new relationships with 
others in the supply chain and adapt to new regulatory pressures’ (Morris and 
Young, 2000:105). 
 
Quality criteria are therefore linked to environmental sustainability, health and 
moral/ethical concerns and producer welfare but more importantly, it highlights the 
embeddedness of economic transactions i.e. the socially entrenched characteristic. The 
embeddedness approach adopted in agri-food research originates in the work of Karl 
Polanyi (1957) and was later modified by Granovetter (1985). Essentially, it emphasizes 
that economic activities cannot be considered apart from the social sphere, and are 
inextricably bound up with one another. Within agri-food studies, the concept of 
embeddedness has been utilized as an analytical tool to differentiate AFNs from the 
globalized and capitalistic food production system. Conceptually, it has been equated 
with social embeddedness, which can be broadly described as the principles of social 
connectivity, reciprocity and trust which characterize all economic activities and 
generally underpin grassroots or alternative food initiatives (Izumi, Wynne Wright & 
Hamm, 2010; Raynolds, 2002; Sage, 2003; Sonino & Marsden, 2006). 
 
In the Fair Trade literature, social embeddedness has been operationalized through the 
‘re-embedding of international commodity production and distribution in “equitable 
social relations” (Raynolds, 2000:297; 2002). Fair Trade works to engender trust, respect 
and partnership between Southern producers and Northern consumers in an attempt to 
create a ‘solidarity of difference’ (Goodman, 2004:891) that challenge global economic 
inequalities. According to Whatmore and Thorne (1997), these networked social relations 
are premised on a relational ethic that seeks to extend the consumer’s sense of caring to 
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distant producers and their place-based livelihoods. In this literature, social relations are 
linked not only to an ethical vision but as pointed out by Goodman (2004), it is 
politicized. In this sense, Fair Trade acts as a social movement in its attempt to mobilize 
Northern consumers to become active participants supporting and enlarging the Fair 
Trade network.     
 
However, the goal of achieving social embeddedness in Fair Trade is second to its goal of 
increasing marketness. Put differently in terms of CT, Fair Trade prioritizes market co-
ordination over domestic co-ordination. This strategy, argues Jaffee (2007), is a 
consequence of Fair Trade’s overarching goal to expand its share of products in the 
global market in order to create a sustainable and socially just future (Barrett-Brown, 
1993). Unlike CSA and farmers’ markets, Fair Trade does not foster direct face-to-face 
economic transactions and purchases are often made through the commodified realm of 
supermarkets, grocery stores where they have to compete with other similar products for 
consumer attention. In this situation where consumers do not have direct contact with 
consumers, the narratives on Fair Trade packaging become the main avenue through 
which the social goals of the movement can be conveyed. As highlighted by Ilbery et al 
(2005) and Goodman (2004), product information and imagery are essential to 
maintaining the ‘alternativeness’ of food products from conventionally produced food.  
 
According to Parrott et al (2002), information on food packaging is vital for informing 
consumers that particular production processes are embedded in social relations. For 
Goodman (2004), food packaging information constitutes a symbolic production of 
knowledge about Fair Trade which can be used as a means of establishing a connection 
between consumers and producers. On this basis he argues that Fair Trade is an 
alternative development because it seeks to create new social relations mediated 
semiotically by the discursive and visual narratives on Fair Trade products. 
Alternativeness, then, is seen as the incorporation of moral/ethical and politically charged 
elements of Fair Trade which are linked to the livelihood struggles of Southern farmers 
which are, in turn, linked to specific lifestyle choices of Northern consumers. These 
connections form a moral economy of Fair Trade and allow it to operate ‘in and against 
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the market’ (Barrett-Brown, 1993) through shifting the focus of trade to consumption. 
The significance of the narratives on Fair Trade packaging is that they convey a message 
to consumers that demonstrates their ‘progressive effects on their consumption on the 
particular community that grew what they are eating’ (Goodman, 2004:896). Moreover, 
agues Goodman, is that they prompt consumers to be morally reflexive. As I am 
interested in the ways in which Fair Trade participants promote their cause to the wider 
Hong Kong public using the  concept of social embeddedness, Goodman’s (2004) 
framework is particularly helpful for analyzing the narratives on Fair Trade products in 
this regard.  
 
According to Goodman, strengthening the social relations between producers and 
consumers through communicating the message of Fair Trade on products is key to the 
construction of Fair Trade’s moral economy and development goals. He asserts that the 
key process in the construction of the Fair Trade moral economy is that of 
commoditization which he argues occurs in two separate but interlinked moments. The 
first moment is that of socio-ecological production and the second as the moment of 
discursive/semiotic production. The first moment involves the material production of Fair 
Trade products and this is situated within specific socio-materialities of production i.e. 
the locality of food production and the communities involved in growing food. Hence, 
Fair Trade products embody specific social and economic relations of the food 
production process as set by Fair Trade organizations. The second moment of production 
captures the discursive fields that surround the production of Fair Trade products and 
these consist of value-laden, meaning-filled labels that ‘swaddle these commodities 
within the performing theater of narratives’ (Goodman, 2004:898). He argues this kind of 
Fair Trade imagery goes beyond the commodity-based form of tourism (Cook, Crang & 
Thorpe, 2000) in the provisioning of ethnic foods and instead builds on discourses of an 
‘aesthetics of taste’ (Guthman, 2002). In other words, Fair Trade actively seeks to de-
fetishize or expose the exploitative conditions of food production to consumers through 
providing information on who grows the food, where it is produced and how it helps 
improve farmers and their communities. The rhetoric of ‘your purchase makes a 
difference’ is designed to appeal to moral sensibilities, alter the economic behaviour of 
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consumers and bring them into a social relation with the distant producer. Consequently, 
product narratives play an important role in facilitating social embeddedness particularly 
in non-direct marketing contexts. In Chapter Seven, I draw upon Goodman’s framework 
to analyze several product narratives developed by Hong Kong Fair Trade organizations 
to illustrate the importance of symbolic production as a device in facilitating closer 
connections between producers and consumers.       
 
The concept of social embeddedness has been researched in the context of farmers’ 
markets by Sage (2003) and Kirwan (2006). These scholars have based their studies on 
the work of Offer (1997) utilizing the notion of ‘regard’ to explore the nature of 
embedded relationships between producers and consumers in direct marketing situations. 
According to Offer (1997), the notion of ‘regard’ refers to those quality attributes that are 
additional to the benefits of trust normally associated with social embeddedness. These 
benefits include such responses as acknowledgement, attention, acceptance, respect, 
reputation, intimacy, friendship and status. In sum, they refer to the benefits generated by 
personal interaction and of deriving satisfaction from the relationship itself. It is evident 
from the studies by Sage (2003) and Kirwan (2006) that social embeddedness and the 
relations of regard associated with it are important underlying factors of AFNs where 
there is direct personal interaction.  
 
However, the literature suggests that there is a danger in romanticizing social 
embeddedness as a ‘friendly antithesis of the market’ (Hinrichs, 2000:296). As pointed 
out by Hinrichs (2000: 2003) and Winter (2003), there has been a tendency to regard 
social embeddedness as a short hand for social ties assuming social relations will 
naturally enhance and modify the economic exchange process. Hinrichs (2000) takes a 
critical stance to argue that social embeddedness needs to be qualified by the concepts of 
marketness and instrumentalism in order to capture some of the contradictions arising 
from social relations in direct market contexts. Drawing on the work of Block (1990), 
Hinrichs examined two types of direct agricultural marketing initiatives: farmers’ markets 
and CSA in the USA. She found that conceptually, social embeddedness is more nuanced 
than previously thought if one factors the notions of marketness and instrumentalism in 
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the evaluation. She argues that marketness and instrumentalism, as employed by 
producers, should not be seen as moral negatives and should be assessed according to the 
relative resources and intentions of the producers. When social embeddedness is qualified 
by marketness and instrumentalism, direct agricultural markets can still be seen as sites 
for social transformation even though producers are motivated by moderate amounts of 
self-interest. Seen this way, small scale farmers can be considered profit sufficers rather 
than profit maximizers (Ilbery & Kneafsey, 2000). Generally, the AFN literature appears 
to suggest marketness and instrumentalism are important considerations by producers in 
direct marketing contexts and this is pertinent to the discussion in chapter seven.      
 
Ecological embeddedness 
 
A number of scholars, however, have been critical of studies which have focussed 
primarily on embeddedness entirely in terms of the social (Hinrichs, 2000; Goodman, 
2004; Winter, 2003). It is argued that the concept of embeddedness has a much wider 
meaning in the context of food and agriculture and encompasses the cultural, ecological 
and political dimensions of AFNs (Goodman, 2004; Morgan, Marsden & Murdoch, 2006; 
Sonino, 2007). In addition to agri-food literature on the social dynamics of AFNs, there 
has been a recent shift in attention towards understanding embeddedness from an 
ecological perspective (Morris & Kirwan, 2010; 2011). This interest in ecological 
embeddedness has stemmed from concerns raised by agri-food researchers seeking to 
understand the role of nature in determining food quality. It has been pointed out by 
Goodman (2001) that nature has often been downplayed in accounts of the globalization 
and industrialization of the food system and usually described as a passive entity 
(Murdoch et al., 2000). Previously, nature was analyzed from a political economy 
perspective where it played an important role in mediating the processes of 
industrialization to extract greater profit and value from food production. Food corporates 
were continually trying to find ways of ‘outflanking’ nature through the processes of 
appropriation and substitution, and nature was regarded as a residue which needed to be 
displaced as much as possible (Murdoch et al., 2000). While political economy 
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approaches have sought to elevate the status of nature in agri-food research, they are 
limited in that they do not allow for an analysis of economic relationships embedded in 
the context of ‘natural’ relations.  
 
The concept of ecological embeddedness can be seen as an extension of social 
embeddedness and includes the consideration of natural relations based on 
environmentally friendly farming practices as well as social relations. However, this can 
be problematic when it is seen merely as a descriptor such that AFNs are categorized 
either as ecologically embedded or not. This is exemplified in a case study by Penker 
(2006) of two bakeries in Vienna, Austria which were characterized according to two 
attributes of AFNs – short food supply chains and producing food locally. The 
specialized bakeries were part of the city of Vienna’s environmental programme which 
was established to facilitate the preservation of natural landscapes. The bakeries were 
located close to the city and to the rye/wheat production areas and, on this basis, Penker 
argues that all food chains are embedded in the ecological context of their respective 
locations. She states that food production, when re-linked to space, ‘could increase 
environmental responsibility and accountability to those living in the area’ (Penker 
2006:.32). However, as pointed out by Morris and Kirwan (2011), this is an example of 
conceptual slippage whereby the notion of embeddedness is conflated with locality. In an 
effort to conceptually refine ecological embeddedness, Morris and Kirwan (2011) reject 
the notion that all food networks are ecologically embedded and that this automatically 
leads to changes to economic activity. Instead, they propose a multi-dimensional 
approach to conceptualizing ecological embeddedness which consists of three key 
factors: first, understanding the ways in which particular production processes and 
practices realize ecological benefits; second, the ways in which producers understand the 
role and importance of ecological relations and third, understanding the ways in which 
consumers negotiate ecological information about food which would influence their 
purchasing decision.       
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Certification 
 
The topic of third party certification has been included in this literature review as it forms 
the basis for understanding the role of regulatory mechanisms in determining notions of 
quality which became an issue of stake between the Fair Trade and CSA participants. The 
recent interest in the governance of AFNs had led to studies investigating the role of 
certification and how this impacts and regulates consumer choice. It has been noted by 
some scholars (Hatanaka, Bain & Busch, 2005; Higgens, Dibden & Cocklin, 2008) that 
the emergence of certification as a major regulatory mechanism in the global agri-food 
system is a reflection of a shift from public to private forms of governance. Some have 
suggested that the demand for these new regulatory forms has been driven by a neoliberal 
economic imperative that subjects agricultural production to focus on health, quality and 
environmental issues (Watts & Goodman, 1997).  
 
Third party certification bodies are private or public organizations responsible for 
evaluating and certifying safety and quality claims based on a particular set of standards 
and production methods (Deaton, 2004). They are concerned with objective quality 
indicators such as the application of food hygiene standards but, as Ilbery and Kneafsey 
(2000) point out, these so called objective indicators are socially constructed and will 
therefore vary according to political and economic pressures, scientific knowledge and 
cultural contexts. To quote Muttersbaugh et al (2005) on certification, it should be seen as 
a ‘regulatory mechanism animated by a complex governance politics in which a great 
variety of actors pursue diverse interests’ (Muttersbaugh et al, 2005:381).  
 
Certification schemes in AFNs are important for a number of reasons. First, they are seen 
as a response to the growing demand by consumers for foods that are ethically produced, 
such as food grown under environmentally sound conditions and which promote 
sustainability and social justice issues. Quality is seen to be associated with the social and 
environmental conditions under which food is produced and it was found by Ilbery and 
Kneafsey (2000) that producers constructed quality in terms of their own high personal 
standards and expectations of food quality. Second, certification is considered to benefit 
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producers by delivering higher premiums, thereby boosting rural incomes and this is 
clearly evident in Fair Trade food networks. One of the goals of Fair Trade is to improve 
the livelihoods of marginalized producers and this can be achieved through the payment 
of a guaranteed floor price regardless of market fluctuations (Raynolds, 2002). Third, 
certification is considered a strategy for promoting social and environmental 
sustainability in an era of global free trade (Gereffi, Garcia-Johnson & Sasser, 2001) 
through incorporating ethical practices into the existing food production and trading 
system (Giovanucci & Ponte, 2005; Hatanaka et al., 2005). Fourth, certification 
demonstrates quality to consumers through obtaining their trust in situations where the 
producer does not have a direct relationship with the producer, such as in Fair Trade 
networks. Trust plays an important role in AFNs and can determine whether a consumer 
will continue purchasing a specific product. In a study by Nygard and Storstad (1998) on 
consumer perceptions of safe food in Norway, it was found that consumers had the 
perception that locally produced food was safer than imported food. Though this may 
appear somewhat irrational, the perception was based on the notion of trust giving 
consumers the impression that locally produced food was safer, highlighting that social 
constructions of quality are linked to issues trust. More importantly, trust in food quality 
by consumers has been associated with specific labels and brands and this, according to 
Ilbery and Kneafsey (2000), has led to an emphasis on certification.   
 
Despite the benefits of certification, critics have argued it can weaken the capacity of 
AFNs to maintain horizontal linkages as a result of powerful dis-embedding forces at 
work (Goodman, 2004). A further drawback is that certification can potentially act as a 
regulatory barrier thereby limiting entry to producers into AFNs. Studies on Fair Trade 
have shown that smallholder producers tend to be excluded from the network because 
they are not able to satisfy the environmental and social requirements set by third party 
certification agencies (Giovanucci & Ponte, 2005; Moberg, 2005). In the Caribbean, 
farmers have increasingly had their autonomy eroded under Fair Trade as fruit 
specification and packaging techniques have become increasingly routinized resulting in 
responsibility shifting from importer to producer. Moreover, increasing scrutiny by 
certifiers in checking compliance to specific production and packing techniques has 
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placed pressure on farmers and has led to a new type of economic dependence (Moberg, 
2005; Muttersbaugh, 2005). This new form of economic dependency is highlighted by 
Moberg (2005) in his study of banana farmers in the Caribbean and shows how a host of 
powerful ‘outsiders’ from supermarket chains can dictate the terms of trade. As noted by 
several agri-food scholars, increased dominance by powerful corporate actors in the 
certification process has led to an erosion of any of the benefits gained by producers from 
certification (Guthman, 2004; Muttersbaugh, 2005).   
 
Another pitfall of certification is the high costs of obtaining certification which, for Fair 
Trade starts from US$1570 and is prohibitive for the vast majority of farmers in the 
global South (Mohan, 2010). Similarly, organic certification can be expensive and, in the 
US, the cost depends on the size of farm which can range from as low as US$90 for small 
farms to over US$33,000 for large farms (Ferguson, 2004). In addition, there are extra 
costs associated with extra work and resource inputs required by producers who have to 
ensure food products comply with the set standards of certifying agencies (Gonzalez & 
Nigh, 2005; Hatanaka et al., 2005). Certification has also led to the entry of global food 
corporates into the market realm of AFNs who, in seeking recognition from consumers, 
are at the same time trying to minimize their costs (Giovanucci & Ponte, 2005). One of 
the main points raised in agri-food literature concerning certification is the potential by 
powerful corporate actors to rewrite the ‘rules of the game’ in their favour (Fridell, 
Hudson & Hudson, 2008; Jaffee & Howard, 2010; Renard, 2005) which can lead to 
undermining the social and environmental goals of AFNs. An example of this is the 
‘Harvey case’, cited by Dupuis and Gallon (2009), in which an organic farmer won a 
lawsuit against the USDA heavily supported by industrial food processors. It was alleged 
by Harvey that parts of the organic standards (which are now law) were not consistent 
with the Organic Foods Production Act and in winning the lawsuit it was demonstrated 
the lengths to which food corporates can wield power to maintain specific modes of 
governance that are presented as legitimately alternative. In conclusion, Dupuis and 
Gallon (2009) argue that true AFNs do not seek to maintain dominant economies but 
continually seek to disrupt forms of knowledge on food production and consumption so 
they can remain alternative.  
  51 
Summary and conclusion  
 
The key literature outlining the main characteristics of AFNs has been reviewed in this 
chapter. The concept of AFNs was introduced and it was discussed how definitionally, it 
remains a slippery term open to continual re-definition. However, AFNs are distinct 
social entities which can be differentiated from conventional agri-food systems on several 
accounts and these were presented in the chapter. They are composed of short food 
supply chains having fewer intermediaries than the long, rationally food supply chains 
characterizing the industrial food system. They tend to be highly diversified in size, scale 
and production techniques, preferring to distribute food through alternative outlets such 
as farmers’ markets, speciality stores, road-side stands, food fairs and so on. A notable 
feature of AFNs is its holistic approach to farming that incorporates a view of 
humankind’s relationship with nature as one which is entwined and where nature has 
intrinsic value. According to Actor Network theory, AFNs are hybrids in the sense that 
power relations are not uni-linear but are uni-directional and the relationships forged 
between actors and actants aids in the strengthening of the network across large distances. 
Fair Trade is an example of a hybrid network but it is also an example of a moral 
economy built through establishing an ‘ethics of care’ between distant producers and 
consumers and can be interpreted as a challenge to the conventional agri-food system. 
Another defining feature of AFNs is the alternative criteria they have of quality, when 
compared with the industrialized food sector, which is based on a combination of 
objective and subjective factors. These include an emphasis on environmental and social 
values about how food is grown, who grows it, where it is grown and how food is 
distributed and consumed. Moreover, it is considered that in upholding these values will 
affect food quality and provide economic support for local, small holder farmers (Feagan, 
2007; Qazi & Selfa, 2005).   
 
The chapter has examined literature on food quality showing it to be a term which is 
socially constructed and based on a variety of dimensions relating to the social objectives 
of AFNs, the health-giving attributes of food produced, accessibility, and the locality of 
production (Goodman & DuPuis, 2002; Winter, 2003). The role of certification and 
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standards was seen a source of contention within AFNs which raises issues concerning 
the potential co-optation by powerful agri-food businesses showing they are not immune 
to the processes of expropriation inherent in global capitalism. Lastly, the literature on re-
localizing food systems was discussed critically and it was highlighted AFNs have a 
tendency to romanticize the anti-politics of food localization when in reality they can 
operate as sites of inequality and hegemonic domination (DuPuis & Goodman, 2005). It 
is within the realm of food activism that this research project seeks to explore the degree 
to which the alternative food networks of Fair Trade and CSA in Hong Kong can also be 
conceptualized as NSMs. Consequently, the next chapter will focus on examining the 
bundle of theories that constitute the NSM approach.                 
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CHAPTER THREE: Theories of Class and Social movements  
 
Introduction 
 
This chapter is divided into two sections. The first section reviews and critiques theories 
of class followed by an overview of social movements theories with a particular emphasis 
on NSMs. An historical perspective of various theoretical class frameworks is provided 
as it is important to understand why specific class theories were developed to explain 
class, as a persistent structure of social and economic disadvantages in society. The 
discussion includes an examination of the work of Marx and Weber on class, exploring 
how their work has influenced class studies in the post Second World War period. 
Provision of an historical account is relevant as it illustrates how a theoretical divide in 
class analysis had emerged resulting in the development of different approaches to 
studying class inequalities. The divide centres on the notion that class can be separated 
into ‘action’ and ‘structure’ and this has led to the primacy of the identification of class 
structures. A critical review of structural accounts of class is hence provided, focussing 
specifically on the dominant employment-aggregate approaches developed by Wright 
(1979) and Goldthorpe (1967), the main protagonists in this field. 
 
In addition, the discussion highlights that despite the extensive changes to contemporary 
society brought about by processes such as neoliberal globalization, class is not dead or 
irrelevant (Beck 1992). Indeed, it is argued there is a need to update class theories rather 
than abandon them completely. This thesis draws on a recent revival of interest in class 
studies which has increasingly emphasized the importance of culture, ideology and 
identity in the persistence dominant class structures. In this respect, the cultural theory of 
Bourdieu (1984) on habitus, capital and fields is examined and it is shown that in 
advocating a unitary approach combining action and structure is apposite to this case 
study. Moreover, the chapter shows how Bourdieu’s work can re-engage class with NSM 
theory by extending it to show how cultural factors are significant in collective action 
along class lines. However, as this thesis is interested in understanding how collective 
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action serves to transform class and identity among segments of the Hong Kong middle 
class, utilising Bourdieu’s theory alone is not sufficient. Bourdieu’s work is primarily 
about the social processes of class formation and reproduction and does not explore in 
great depth the micro-level processes at work. To understand how the participants 
engaged in transforming their social identity, I draw on the work of Snow and Anderson 
(1987), Kaufman (2003 and Jenkins (1992) on identity transformation. Identity issues are 
highlighted with specific reference to understanding the mechanisms involved in the 
construction of new social identities used as a means for social transformation rather than 
reproduction. It is argued that identity construction is an essential component of 
collective action and a crucial process through which the study participants can attribute 
meaning to their actions. On this basis, it is my contention that a combination of NSM 
theories and theories of culture specifically relating to class, present a useful framework 
for analysing the food networks of Fair Trade and CSA in terms of social relationships 
and identity. The chapter emphasizes that a cultural concept of class is more appropriate 
for demonstrating that class struggles between fractions of the Hong Kong middle class is 
more to do with establishing what is to be valued. In this sense, collective action can be 
understood as a symbolic struggle rather than a struggle over material concerns typical of 
old social movements. This chapter has important implications for the discussion in 
Chapter Seven, where it is argued that the mobilizations of Fair Trade and CSA in Hong 
Kong can be seen as examples not only of NSMs but as middle-class led social 
movements aimed specifically at the middle class. Moreover, the empirical evidence 
from this case study suggests that class remains central to understanding AFNs in Hong 
Kong, and this has led me to argue for the importance of class in movement analysis.  
 
The second section of this chapter is devoted to examining social movement theories, 
specifically the strand known as New Social Movement (NSM) theory, in order to 
provide a theoretical lens through which to analyze Fair Trade and CSA in Hong Kong. 
NSM theory is more accurately a bundle of theories which has its roots in European 
traditions of social theory and was largely a response to what has been viewed as the 
economic reductionism of classical Marxism (Buechler, 1995). In contrast to Marxist 
theories privileging struggles over production as the logic for collective action, NSM 
  55 
theories focus on the centrality of the actor, ideology, culture and identity. The NSM 
approach argues for a structurally linked understanding of contemporary social 
movements which are said to possess distinct characteristics making them fundamentally 
different from ‘old’ social movements of the past. The chapter identifies the main themes 
of NSM theories and in addition, briefly examines and critiques the dominant social 
movement paradigms of resource mobilization and political process theories.  
 
Section One: 
Theories of class  
 
Generally, the term class is broadly used to describe the systematic structures of 
inequality that exist in society. In the academic discourse, however, there is no single or 
universally agreed conceptualization of the term which has led to misunderstanding and 
ambiguity over what class actually means (Crompton, 2008). For example, scholars such 
as Wright (1979), Braverman, (1974), Willis (1977) and Hebdige (1979) who were 
influenced by Marxist theory, have a notion of class that is abstract in that they view 
social classes as a force for the transformation of society. According to Marx (1974), 
capitalist society consists of the economic base, made up of the relations of production 
and the superstructure, the realm of culture, politics and ideas. He argues that the 
economic base shapes the superstructure in a linear direction and as will be seen later, 
this reasoning was to become a point of contention. In his opinion class, viewed as a set 
of social actors, arises from the antagonistic relationships between the owners of 
production (bourgeoisie) and those workers (proletariat) who are forced to sell their 
labour to the owners. For Marx, this amounted to exploitation in capitalist society and to 
explain the process of exploitation he developed the labour theory of value, a key concept 
in class theory. In the labour theory of value he argues that humans have the unique 
capacity to add value to a commodity which is exploited by the bourgeoisie. Even though 
the production owners pay a fair wage, they exploit their workers by retaining the surplus 
value. In other words, the workers are not being paid the true value of their labour hence 
they are cheated or exploited. This understanding of exploitation is central to Marx’s 
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theory in that it showed antagonistic class relationships were embedded in production 
relationships which revolved around issues of ownership and control.   
 
Marx’s account of the material forces of production under industrial capitalism showed 
that ‘classes’ were major historic actors in the transformation of society. However, in 
identifying the bourgeoisie and proletariat actors, he did not consider society composed 
of only two classes and identified several other social classes which included the landed 
aristocracy, financiers, the industrial bourgeoisie, the middle class, the petty bourgeoisie, 
industrial proletariat, the lumpenproletariat and peasantry. Essentially, Marx provides us 
with an account not only of the exploitation of the proletariat by the bourgeoisie in 
capitalist society, but an account of the role of various social classes in the transformation 
of society itself. His construction of a philosophy of history singles out class division and 
conflict as a motor of history, a term otherwise known as historical or dialectical 
materialism. As we shall see later in this chapter, this theme has been taken up by NSM 
theorists especially Touraine (1974; 1981) in his discourse on class and social movements 
in contemporary societies. 
 
For Marx, class is used both as an analytical and historical concept. On the one hand, 
class is used as an analytical concept to describe the development of his theory of society. 
For example, when he states that ‘men make their own history’ he is implying that history 
is decisively shaped by social actors motivated by economic interests. On the other hand, 
he views class simply as historical role players and in this sense, class can be seen purely 
as a descriptive term. However, it has been highlighted by some commentators 
(Abercrombie & Turner, 1978; Crompton, 2008) that Marx’s use of the class concept is 
ambiguous and this is clearly evident in The Poverty of Philosophy. In this work, he 
appears to make both ambiguous and unambiguous distinctions concerning a class-in-
itself and a class-for-itself i.e. when a class develops a consciousness of itself. Hence, 
when he writes that the proletariat is a ‘mass (that) is already a class in opposition to 
capital, but not yet a class for itself’ (Marx, 1955:195) he appears to be contradicting 
himself. According to Crompton (2008), this ambiguity in Marx’s work has had a 
considerable impact in the development of sociological analyzes of class. She argues that 
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this has led to a theoretical bifurcation in class studies based on the distinction between a 
class-in-itself and a class-for-itself. One theoretical strand places an emphasis on the 
search for objective structures determining class whereas the other focuses on the 
subjective consciousness and the role of the social actor in determining collective 
behaviour. This distinction has important implications for this thesis in that study 
participants can be viewed as potential political actors and in this sense, is consistent with 
certain strands of NSM theories discussed later in this chapter.   
 
However, despite Marx’s theoretical contribution to class theory in terms of his 
conceptualization of social classes, he has been accused of economic reductionism. In A 
Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, he writes that: 
The sum total of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure 
of society, the real foundation, on which rises a legal and political superstructure 
and to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The mode of 
production of material life conditions the social, political, and intellectual life 
process in general. It is not the consciousness of men that determine their being, 
but, on the contrary, their social being that determines their consciousness (Marx, 
1962:362). 
 
As can be seen, his account of capitalist society is one in which the economic base is seen 
as the single determinant of the cultural, social and political superstructure of society. In 
other words, Marx considers materiality as the major force determining human social, 
political and intellectual development and behaviour. It is clear that his model of society 
is both mechanistic and simplistic and on this basis, various commentators have accused 
Marx of economic reductionism (Jessop, 1982; Smart, 1982). The apparent ambiguity in 
Marx’s theory over the question of the economic situation or human agency as the main 
determinant of behaviour prompted scholars in the 1970’s to develop Marx’s theory into 
two different directions. In the strand known as humanist Marxism, scholars notably 
Gramsci, argued that culture, ideology and the human actor had central roles to play in 
class inequality. He developed the concept of hegemony which posits that cultural and 
intellectual activities do not operate as function of the economic system but operates as a 
  58 
social arena for domination and resistance. It is a collection of ideas which prevails over 
all other ideas and is aptly summed up in a quote from Hall (1981 cited in Crompton, 
2008:43) who states that ‘every struggle between classes is always a struggle between 
cultural modalities’. Hegemony can be seen as the means by which the dominant or 
ruling class actively gains consent from the subordinate classes in order to achieve 
control over them. The struggle for hegemony, the domination of the intellectual life of 
society, has implications in this case study for understanding why the participants have 
chosen to engage in the discourse of AFNs and is discussed in the analysis chapters. In 
essence, Gramsci’s interpretation of Marx is one which accords a central role to the 
human actor in overcoming the hegemony of capitalism and according to Cuff et al, 
provides the basis for overthrowing capitalism and creating a new society.  
 
In contrast, Scientific Marxism arose as an attack on Humanist Marxism by French 
structural Marxists, Althusser (1969) and Poulantzas (1975). These theorists argued that 
the social world can be examined through theoretical practice or science of which 
Marxism is an example. Althusser stressed that we cannot know about classes by 
observing them but by exploring class structures and the individuals within them who are 
bearers of these structures. From this perspective, the imperative is to identify and 
describe these objective class structures. As noted by Connell (1982), Structural Marxism 
parallels functionalism and in this sense has been criticized in sociology for being 
structurally deterministic. Despite this shortfall, Structural Marxism has had a major 
influence on class theorists in terms of understanding class structure as the population 
divided into unequally rewarded categories. The focus can be broadly described as 
positivist whereby the occupational order is categorized into economic classes. A major 
proponent of this approach is Wright who drew on Structural Marxism to develop a 
theoretically derived class scheme which he argued incorporated the actualities of class 
relations as defined as the processes whereby inequalities emerge. These empirical 
approaches to the study of social class is discussed later in this section.  
 
It is evident from the discussion so far that Marx’s social theory was influential in the 
development of class theories. One area in which he had a major impact was in the 
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different interpretations concerning the ambiguity over the distinctions he made between 
a class-in-itself and class-for-itself. According to Compton (2010), this has produced two 
major problems. The first of which is whether class consciousness is necessary to the 
identification of class and second, whether class can still be considered as a relevant 
analytical category and social force in contemporary society. This argument has been 
taken up by some NSM theorists who argue that contemporary forms of collective action 
transcend class and is discussed in depth in another section of this chapter.  
 
In addition to Marx, the work of Weber (1948) has also been central to the development 
of theories of social class. Unlike Marx, Weber did not support the notion of historical 
materialism whereby classes are seen as an abstract social forces which shapes human 
history. For Weber, class is defined as: 
 
‘a category of men who (1) have in common a specific causal component of their 
life chances in so far as (2) this component is represented exclusively by 
economic interests in the possession of goods and opportunities for income, and 
(3) it is represented under the conditions of the commodity or labour market’. 
(Gerth and Mills, 1948:181). 
 
In this sense, class reflected market-determined life chances and did not necessarily lead 
to class action. Moreover, he argued that class action would emerge only if the 
‘connections between the causes and the consequences of the class situation become 
transparent’ (Gerth and Mill, 1948:181). In this regard, Weber contradicts Marx by 
opposing the notion that a class needs to develop a subjective consciousness of their 
exploited position in relation to other classes if they are to act collectively. He saw social 
classes not as communities but as ‘associations of class members which make(s) up the 
totality of those class situations within which individual and generational mobility is easy 
and typical’ (Giddens and Held, 1982:69). As noted by Giddens and Held (1982), 
Weber’s definition of social class does not imply an inherent dynamism in the structuring 
of class and hence denies the inevitably of class action.  
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Another major distinction between Marx and Weber was that Weber saw classes as 
related to status groups and not to the means of production. Classes reflected market 
determined life chances which were determined by property, education and skills which 
led to varying degrees of privilege depending on the distribution. More importantly, 
Weber viewed status groups or classes as representing distributions of power within a 
community and it was this distribution of power that was the main source which 
regulated entitlements to material rewards. According to Weber, status is primarily 
associated with honour, prestige and lifestyles and in this sense acknowledges the role of 
culture in determining social class. The cultural dimension in maintaining and 
reproducing class inequalities is dealt with in the section on Bourdieu which examines his 
approach to class.  
 
The literature that emerged on class in the postwar period was influenced both by Marx 
and Weber. Bendix and Lipset (1967) compiled a collection of essays that reflected these 
influences which helped shape sociological thinking about social class. According to 
Bendix and Lipset (1967), the question over the basic ambiguity in Marx’s work of 
whether class consciousness may develop and lead to the inevitability of class action was 
evident when they wrote: 
 
….‘that the contradictions inherent in capitalism would inevitably lead to a class-
conscious proletariat and hence to a proletarian revolution. But on the other hand, 
he (Marx) assigned to class-consciousness, to political action, and to his scientific 
theory of history a major role in bringing about this result’ (Bendix and Lipset 
1967:11). 
 
In raising Marx’s ambiguity, Bendix and Lipset (1967) argued that collective action is 
contingent rather than an inevitable outcome of class consciousness. In other words, 
collective action may occur as a result of class consciousness and according to Crompton 
(2008), this opened the way for an analytical separation between objective conditions of 
class i.e. structure and subjective conditions i.e. class consciousness. She argues that by 
making the question an empirical one - under what circumstances does class 
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consciousness develop -  led the way forward in the identification of class structure. The 
identification of class structure as objective entities fitted very conveniently into 
positivist modes of class analysis largely as a result of the work of Bendix and Lipset 
(1967). Hence, the literature began to focus more on identifying the class structure and 
this was reflected particularly in the writings of Dahrendorf (1959) and Lockwood 
(1958). Dahrendorf saw social classes as conflict groups arising from an employment 
structure in which certain groups exercised coercive control or domination over others. 
Similarly, Lockwood’s study of clerical workers in the Blackcoated Worker emphasized 
that concepts such as work and market situation were important in determining class 
position which like Dahrendorf, originates in the employment structure. The significance 
of these studies is that they showed it is possible to generate theoretical accounts of how 
certain occupations can be empirically located in a structure of different class positions. 
More importantly, this led to research refining empirical approaches in which 
employment aggregates were a proxy for classes and is known collectively as the 
employment aggregate approach. According to Westergaard and Resler (1975), the most 
commonly understood concept of class is one which is based on economic and 
occupational dimensions having resulted from the analytical separation between structure 
and action.  
 
The main proponents of the employment aggregate approach are Wright (1985; 1989; 
1997) and Goldthorpe (1980, 1983) who developed descriptive class schemes based on 
subjective scales of occupational prestige or social ranking. It is important to note that 
these class schemes are the social constructs of sociologists seeking to measure class and 
are therefore subjective. The class schemes of Wright and Goldthorpe are not the same 
and can be distinguished according to their different underlying theoretical paradigms. 
Wright developed a class scheme that was distinctly Marxist when he stated that one of 
the aims of his work is ‘to generate a concept capable of mapping in a nuanced way 
concrete variations in class structures across capitalist societies’ (Wright, 1989:274). In 
drawing a sharp distinction between class and occupation, he argues that class is defined 
by the social relations of production and by occupation as positions within the technical 
relations of production (Wright, 1980). He insists that occupational categories cannot 
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produce classes and states that ‘class relations are embodied in specific jobs, since jobs 
are the essential “empty spaces” filled by individuals within the system of production 
(Wright 1989:277). For Wright, control and exploitation of social relations stem from 
production relations and this is central to his class scheme which is explicitly Marxist. He 
also identifies the middle class as a growing and significant category believing they 
represent a contradictory class category who have ‘foots in both camps’, the proletariat 
and bourgeoisie, a view shared by other theorists (Braverman, 1974; Ehrenreich and 
Ehrenreich, 1979; Ball, 2003).  
 
In contrast, Goldthorpe’s class scheme draws on the work of Weber and Lockwood and 
can be broadly described as neo-Weberian. His class scheme consists of an aggregation 
of occupational categories guided by two of Lockwood’s key concepts of the market and 
work situations. Goldthorpe’s class scheme arranges occupation as hierarchical categories 
which reflect differences in prestige or lifestyles. He argues that the identification of a 
class is related to ‘the extent to which a class can be said to have a demographic identity 
through the degree of continuity with which, in consequence of patterns of class mobility 
and immobility, their members are associated with particular sets of positions over time 
(1983:467). In other words, social mobility is an important factor in the identification of a 
class.  
 
The employment aggregate approach of Wright and Goldthorpe has been criticized by a 
number of scholars. It has been highlighted by Western and Baxter (2001) that there are 
several problems associated with this approach and include 1) allocating a class situation 
to those who are not employed; 2) the employment structure does not give any indication 
of capital or wealth of the individual; 3) it does not take into account women’s unpaid 
domestic labour. More importantly, Crompton (1991) has pointed out that by focussing 
on the separation of action from structure has led to the development of causal arguments 
such as the one proposed by Pahl (1989). According to Pahl, structure gives rise to class 
consciousness and eventually to action as summarised in the SCA chain. However, 
this simplistic and unidirectional explanation of class action is, according to Savage 
(2000), a major weakness of this approach to class analysis. More recently, the cultural 
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‘turn’ in sociology has been mirrored in class research resulting in a reorientation away 
from studies on class consciousness leading to collective class action to studies of 
identity and claims for social recognition. Theorists such as Beck (1992) and Giddens 
(1991) began to question class as losing its significance in post-industrial, capitalist 
societies given there was a steady numerical decline in the traditional, male working class 
resulting from major structural changes to the workforce. According to Beck (1992), 
employment in contemporary society is more characterized by a move towards increasing 
job flexibility, insecurity and a decline in employment-based communities which results 
in the erosion of the collective identity and sense of ‘belongingness’. These communities 
were once important for the generation of working class ideologies but have now been 
lost and according to Beck, replaced by an individualized society of employees. On this 
basis social class has become a ‘zombie category’ that is ‘dead but still alive’ (Beck, 
2002:204), a sentiment echoed by Giddens (1991). In addition, several scholars have 
argued that with the declining significance of employment relations as a source of 
collective identities and increased individualization of society, class politics is obsolete 
and needs to be replaced by a different emphasis such as gender and the centrality of 
consumption rather than productivism (Hall & Jacques, 1989; Lash and Urry, 1987; 
Pakulski & Waters, 1996). This intellectual drift has also been paralleled in NSM theories 
and is discussed in the second part of the chapter. 
 
However, there are scholars who take a different view and argue that class analysis is not 
redundant but needs revision. Bottero (2005) and Anthias (2005) argue that more 
attention needs to be directed towards examining the inequalities associated with 
divisions along the lines of gender, ethnicity and age. Other scholars assert it is vital to 
develop a more fluid approach which takes into account the formation of class identities 
(Savage, 2000; Devine and Savage, 2005). The important point to make is that class 
analysis need to recognize the plurality of approaches without ‘forcing a choice from 
amongst competing positions, or attempting to devise a completely new or theoretical 
approach (Crompton, 1998:203). The literature suggests a growing interest in the role of 
culture in class formation and class is as much a struggle in the cultural domain as it is in 
the economic and political (Hall, 1981). This revival of interest in the cultural dimension 
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of class has led to an increased focus of the work of Bourdieu (1984) and is the focus of 
discussion in the following section.  
 
Bourdieu: Theorizing class and culture 
 
One of the important features of Bourdieu’s work (Bourdieu, 1977; 1984; 1990a) is that it 
has helped combat claims over the declining significance of class in sociology since the 
1970’s by drawing attention to culture, as a factor which should no longer be considered 
neutral or ‘innocent’. His approach has facilitated in overcoming the ‘impasse’ in class 
analysis so that now, class and culture are taken more seriously as autonomous forces 
driving social change (Bennett et al., 2009). More recently, analysis has been directed 
towards understanding how social and cultural identities have become claims for social 
recognition and this is largely the consequence of Bourdieu’s theorizing on class and 
social practices. Both Eder (1993) and Crossley (2002) have turned to Bourdieu to argue 
the concept of class can be used in the service of social movement analysis. First, 
however, it is necessary to unpack Bourdieu’s theory of class and social practice to 
understand how this may be applied to the study of social movements and to this 
research. 
 
One of the key concepts Bourdieu (1984) developed in his analysis of social class in 
France is the concept of habitus. In Distinction, Bourdieu (1984) offers a simple and 
schematic equation of habitus to explain his theory of practice. In his other writings he 
defines the habitus as ‘an acquired system of generative schemes objectively adjusted to 
the particular conditions in which it is constituted’ (Bourdieu 1977:95). In other words, 
the habitus is the collective world of experiences and social practices generated by agents 
who are differently disposed and unequally resourced and who operate within specific 
social boundaries. According to Bourdieu (1977), the habitus cannot be taught but is 
acquired in an unconscious way, such that the individual takes for granted how s/he 
experiences the social world and how to respond to it. It is the habitus, rather than ones 
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thoughts that unconsciously structures individual dispositions causing people to act in 
particular ways (Bourdieu 1977; 1984). Bourdieu states that: 
 
Each agent, wittingly or unwittingly, willy nilly, is a producer and reproducer of 
objective meaning….It is because subjects do not, strictly speaking, know what they 
are doing that what they do has more meaning than they know it (Bourdieu 1977:35).         
 
It is evident the concept of the habitus is both complex and multi-levelled. At one level, it 
is about social life transforming basic human nature giving individuals a second or 
acquired nature, the habitus. At another level, we as human beings have different 
preferences, competencies, sentiments and morals which reflect our specific involvement 
in a social group and this is connected to the habitus. This suggests the personal history 
of an actor is somehow sedimented in his or her body and manifests outwardly in certain 
forms of behaviour, preferences, linguistic schemas and ‘know-how’. Human action 
therefore does not emerge out of ‘nothingness’ and, according to Bourdieu, results from 
the habitus formed by the personal history of the individual. The personal history of the 
individual is therefore part of the collective history so we can speak of a group-specific 
habitus and analyze the habitus of individuals in terms of belonging to such social 
groups.  
 
Conceptually, the habitus was Bourdieu’s attempt to reconcile structure with action and 
was understood as practices reflecting and reproducing objective social relations and 
subjective interpretations of the world (Smith, 2001). According to Jenkins (1992), 
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is related to the body and the ‘dispositions and generative 
classificatory schemes which are the essence of the habitus and are embodied in real 
human beings’ (Jenkins, 1992:74). The term embodiment has three different meanings: 
First, it exists ‘inside the heads’ of people, second as the social practices of actors 
interacting with one another and third as ‘practical taxonomies’ which is at the centre of 
the generative schemes of the habitus and consists of knowing how to behave in social 
circumstances. Habitus also includes deportment, the manner in which individuals ‘carry 
themselves’, their gestures, way of dress, etc. In commenting on Bourdieu, Jenkins 
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(1992) concludes it is the less than conscious dispositions of habitus that produces 
practice. However, this does not mean there is a direct causal link between habitus and 
social practice but that habitus predisposes individuals to do certain actions and hence 
provides the basis for the generation of practices. In sum, individuals ‘make’ themselves 
through various ways of acting and in response to different social conditions and the 
durable set of dispositions they possess can be transposed from one situation to another. 
The habitus allows individuals to react with efficiency to all aspects of life enabling a 
person to become competent and skilled as one would be in a game situation. These sets 
of sets of resources and competencies enable individuals to improvise and navigate ones 
way in diverse social settings but this can lead to social inequalities patterned by power 
and class.  
 
For Bourdieu (1987), class is a social construction, diverse in nature and likened to ‘a 
flame whose edges are in constant movement, oscillating around a line or surface; 
(Bourdieu, 1987:13). He does not consider classes as ‘objectively constituted groups’ 
(Bourdieu, 1986:4) even though they may occupy similar social locations and share 
common characteristics, attitudes and social practices. Bourdieu was more concerned in 
identifying the ways in which class boundaries are defined in terms of social practices 
and considered them as cultural classification systems of class. In Distinction, he draws 
upon Weber’s theory of social stratification to examine the relationship between class and 
status groups as characterized by their particular lifestyles, defined as ‘a system of 
classified and classifying practices, i.e. distinctive signs’ (Bourdieu 1984:171).  He used 
this relationship to illustrate how different class factions could be distinguished from one 
another by their apparent differences in lifestyles where ‘taste classifies, and it classifies 
the classifier’ (Bourdieu, 1986:6). According to Jenkins (1992), Bourdieu’s interest in 
cultural tastes is more to do with understanding how those tastes arise out of, or are 
mobilized in struggles for social recognition. In the words of Turner on Bourdieu:  
 
Social status involves practices which emphasize and exhibit cultural distinctions 
and differences which are a crucial feature of all social stratification…Status may 
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be conceptualized therefore as lifestyle; that is, as the totality of cultural practices 
such as dress, speech, outlook and bodily dispositions (Turner, 1988:66).   
 
Bourdieu identified taste as one of the key signifiers and elements of social identity and 
describes how, in an aesthetic sense, taste is a marker of distinction by the upper class: 
 
Like every sort of taste, it unites and separates. Being the product of the 
conditioning associated with a particular class of conditions of existence, it unites 
all those who are the product of similar conditions while distinguishing them from 
all others. And it distinguishes in an essential way, since taste is the basis of all 
that one has – people and things - and all that one is for others, whereby one 
classifies oneself and is classified by others (Bourdieu, 1984:128).  
 
In this sense, he refutes the Kantian interpretation of aesthetic judgement whereby taste is 
based on universal and objective criteria and argues that taste, whether good or bad, is 
socially determined and enables some social groups to define the products of their habitus 
as superior to those of other social groups. In short, Bourdieu presents us with a model of 
class lifestyles, ‘a system of classified and classifying structures’ (Jenkins, 1992:142) 
based on tastes and preferences that correspond to varying educational levels and social 
position. In linking this to the habitus, he argues that class inequalities are produced and 
reproduced generationally and therefore history becomes the foundation of habitus 
(Bourdieu, 1990a). According to Botterro (2004) and Crompton (2008), Bourdieu’s 
approach goes beyond a mapping of tastes and is more an exploration of the processes by 
which social differentiation and identity can be achieved. They argue his approach is not 
just about making claims about a specific class identity, but about the classed nature of 
social and cultural practices. In the next section the question of capital and fields are 
discussed as these are central to understanding how the habitus reproduces social 
inequality.  
 
 
 
  68 
Capital and fields  
 
Another key concept in Bourdieu’s theory is the identification of capital or resources of 
which there are four different forms: economic, social, cultural and symbolic. Different 
individuals and social groups possess various forms of capital in different amounts and 
this influences their life chances. Bourdieu argues that the availability of capital and its 
access by individuals will determine a person’s level of power and position within a 
social hierarchy. According to Bourdieu capital could be economic, (material resources, 
property, income etc.), social (social connections and networks i.e. ‘who you know’), 
cultural (cultural knowledge and educational credentials) or symbolic (respect and 
reputation). He views the different combinations of capital and their interplay with the 
system of dispositions as constituting the habitus and these empowered individuals in 
their struggle for positions in a ‘social space’. In particular, Bourdieu singles out cultural 
capital as playing a vital role in defining a person’s social class which is linked to the 
habitus. Central to Bourdieu’s theory is that cultural capital facilitates social divisions 
and inequalities because, he argues, it is the elite social groups who are responsible for 
defining what is legitimate or illegitimate culture or taste. These groups draw on their 
knowledge or cultural capital to preserve the worth of their own skills and to defend and 
confirm their social status, power and privilege.  
 
The struggle between classes for status and power takes place in a social space or field 
and this relates to areas of social life such as education, agriculture or the arts. Bourdieu 
likens fields to markets or games and it is here that various forms of capital are 
exchanged. Each field possesses it unique set of specific rules, values and objectives and 
the habitus is important for enabling the individual player to have a ‘feel for the game’. 
The field therefore assumes a habitus which is acquired and individuals are either 
advantaged or handicapped by their particular forms of capital. Moreover, the skills and 
knowledge of working in one field is transposable to other fields whereby individuals can 
transfer their cultural capital to new ventures and improve their station in life. The 
struggles between individuals in a field are concerned with the control of the field and 
Bourdieu (1990b) cites examples from education to illustrate the point. These struggles 
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are about symbolic value and concern the defence of or improvement of one’s social 
position with respect to defining the capital of the field. Hence, the field is inextricably 
bound to power and can be understood as a field of politics. In short, these struggles of 
the field can be described as struggles over the definition of meaning and over what is to 
be valued. The dominant class has the advantage and can draw on its cultural and 
symbolic capital to dis-identify and distinguish itself from subordinate classes. This 
strategy is a means by which the dominant class can establishing a particular social order 
and therefore secure its social and cultural reproduction (Skeggs, 2003). According to 
Bourdieu (1984) the closer the class fractions are to one another, the more likely there are 
to be struggles over the symbolic: 
  
The classification struggle which is waged initially within firms, a struggle for 
supremacy between production and publicity, between engineering and 
marketing…and all the similar struggles which are fought out within the dominant 
fraction of the dominant class, are inseparable from conflicts of values which 
involve the participant’s whole world views and arts of living, because they 
oppose not only different sectional interests, but different scholastic and 
occupational careers and, through them, different social recruitment areas and 
therefore differences in habitus (Bourdieu, 1984:309).         
 
Bourdieu’s account of the habitus, capital and fields can be linked to social movement 
theory as a means of understanding the role of class in the discussion of social 
movements. Moreover, the concept of the habitus can be linked to the formation and 
reproduction of the collective identity in social movements. Eder (1993) argues the 
concept of habitus can be used to replace class consciousness because in contemporary 
social movements collective action occurs more on the basis of the collective class 
unconsciousness. For Crossley (2002) the concept of the field provides the means for 
identifying, mapping and exploring the structural conditions which give rise to specific 
grievances. In other words, NSMs can be seen as the outcome of the habitus, and is 
important in this thesis for demonstrating that the mobilizations around Fair Trade and 
CSA are indeed the outcome of a new Hong Kong middle class habitus. Hence, I have 
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included the following section on the role of identity in social protest to highlight that 
identity construction is a social process in which the habitus has an important role to play. 
   
The role of identity in social protest 
 
A major theme of the NSM paradigm is the centrality of identity issues in social protest 
(Melucci, 1996; Taylor & Whittier, 1992; Touraine, 1981) and according to Melucci 
(1989), the principal task of social movements is the formation of a collective identity. 
Collective identity is related to individual identity and the intersection between these two 
is clearly seen in social movements when collective experiences intersect with the 
personal (Goodwin, Jasper & Polletta, 2000). This relationship between collective and 
individual experiences is what characterizes NSMs and Roseneil’s study on women 
activists in movements opposing nuclear missiles at Greenham Common demonstrates 
that personal stories of engagement are linked to involvement in collective action 
(Roseneil, 1995).  
 
In speaking of identity, it is not something which exists prior to action, a prerequisite for 
action or a property of social actors but is constructed through a process by which 
individuals recognize themselves and are recognized by others. According to Touraine 
(1981), collective action occurs when social actors learn to define themselves and others 
and the issue at stake in the relationship. In NSMs these stakes are of a symbolic nature 
and collective action is facilitated when a strong sense of ‘we’ or solidarity is constructed 
based on a specific set of values, interests and sentiments. In the words of Johnston et al 
(1994), the collective identity is ‘the repository of movement values and norms that 
define movement behaviour from some epistemological point beyond the individual 
participant’ (Johnston et al, 1994:16). For Melucci (1995), collective identity ‘is an 
interactive and shared definition produced by several individuals…and is a result of a 
process of negotiation and laborious adjustment’ (Melucci, 1995:44). It is through the 
process of social interaction, negotiation and the movement’s reference frame that 
individuals socially construct a sense of ‘we’. Moreover, in sharing a collective identity 
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also involves following the normative prescriptions or social practices peculiar to the 
social group which means doing or not doing certain things. The key insight is that the 
social norms and values of the collective are related to how one thinks about oneself. 
Collective actors have to define themselves in a social context and this is facilitated 
through the formation of dense, social networks in which like-minded individuals can 
forge relationships of trust, discuss new ideas and provide mutual support for one 
another. Through these social networks, the individual identity becomes consistent with 
the collective one when it is built in a common ideological orientation that renders it 
meaningful. Social networks are a major characteristic of NSMs and are crucial not only 
in identity construction but also for recruitment and sustaining continuity of the 
movement over the long term.     
 
While NSM theory has much to offer on identity issues, arguing social movements are 
effectively identity-seeking movements, it does not connect a specific class base with a 
search for an identity. As one of the objectives of this study is to demonstrate that the 
involvement in Fair Trade and CSA by the Hong Kong middle class is an attempt to alter 
their ascribed middle class location, NSM theory therefore is of limited value. Moreover, 
Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus and theory of practice, though they are useful for 
understanding the emergence and dynamics of collective action, do not say much about 
the process of social transformation. Bourdieu’s main concern was in understanding the 
processes through which class was socially and culturally reproduced but he did not 
explore in great depth the micro-level processes involved. To examine how the study 
participants engage in transforming their social identity, I draw on the work of Snow and 
Anderson (1987) and Kaufman (2003) on identity transformation. According to these 
researchers, individuals engage in different strategies of social identity formation and 
these include associational embracement, associational distancing and presentation of 
self. Embracement refers to the ‘verbal and expressive confirmation of one’s acceptance 
of and attachment to the social identity associated with a general or specific role, a set of 
relationships or a particular ideology’ (Snow & Anderson, 1987:1352). Associational 
distancing occurs when individuals assume roles that are inconsistent with other members 
of their ascribed social group. Since individual identity is contingent on the ascribed 
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social identity of the group, associational distancing is a strategy whereby the individual 
disassociates from that social group to establish social boundaries of difference. The last 
strategy of self-presentation involves management of impressions of the self which, 
according to Kaufman (2003), is the intersection between social identity and role identity. 
So, to become a member of a desired social group, one has to work at constructing a 
social identity that is compatible with it. These interpersonal strategies of social identity 
formation is, I argue, used by the study participants to alter their ascribed social class and 
is discussed in the analysis chapters.  
 
Section Two: 
Social movement theories – Resource mobilization and political process theories 
 
Resource mobilization theory (McCarthy & Zald, 1977) and the Political Process theories 
(Kriesi, 1995; Klandermans, 1988; McAdam, 1999; Tarrow, 2006 and Tilly, 1978) were 
developed by American sociologists in the 1970’s and 1980’s in response to the 
economic and political ‘turns’ in sociology. Until recently, they have been the dominant 
theoretical paradigms guiding social movement research. According to Resource 
Mobilization theory, social movements can be analyzed in terms of organizational 
dynamics based on the rational actor model proposed by Olson (1971). Social movements 
were therefore seen as purposeful and organized actions in which actors weighed the 
costs and benefits of participation in a rational manner. Resource Mobilization theory has 
provided important insights into the organizational dynamics of social movements but 
critics of this approach have argued it has over emphasized the rationality of collective 
action (Piven & Cloward, 1977) and ignored the role of culture and emotions (Feree, 
1992; Taylor & Whittier, 1992). 
 
The development of the Political Process approach to the study of social movements was 
the outcome of the political ‘turn’ sociology. It has been argued by scholars such as 
McAdam (1996) and Tilly (1978) that there is a link between institutionalized politics 
and social movements and this to a systematic and extensive investigation of the political 
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and institutional environments in which movements operate. The main task was the 
identification of structures of political opportunities which, according to Tarrow (2006), 
is important for explaining why social movements occur. In challenging the political 
order, the success of a social movement will be dependent on the prevailing political 
climate – the degree of openness or closeness of the political system. Variables such as 
electoral instability (Piven and Cloward, 1977), the availability of influential allies 
(Gamson, 1990) and tolerance for protest among the elite (Jenkins and Perrow, 1977).    
The political process approach has been criticized for focussing too narrowly on political 
factors and was in danger of becoming politically reductionist (Goodwin & Jasper, 2004; 
Melucci, 1989; Piven & Cloward, 1977; Rupp & Taylor, 1987). Its limited understanding 
of social networks and culture were later revised and to address the latter, the concept of 
framing was developed to overcome the tendency to gloss over ideological factors in 
movement analysis (McAdam et al., 1996; Morris & Mueller, 1992; Tilly, 2004). As 
framing is of relevance to this thesis I now turn to describing this in greater detail.    
 
Framing processes 
 
As mentioned earlier, the cultural ‘turn’ in sociology led to a revival of interest in 
understanding the cultural and symbolic aspects of collective action and this had an 
influence on social movement theorization. Resource mobilization and political process 
theorists such as Snow et al (1988; 1986) began exploring the role of culture and its 
impact on collective action and in particular, revisited the work of symbolic 
interactionist, Irving Goffman (1974). Goffman developed the concept of framing which 
is a schema of interpretation by which individuals ‘ locate, perceive, identify and label 
occurrences within their life space and the world at large’ (Goffman, 1974:21). 
Movement scholars such as Snow et al (1988; 1986) and Donati (1992) have utilized 
Goffmans’s framing concept as means for understanding the production and maintenance 
of shared meanings by activists in collective action and redefined framing as the 
‘conscious strategic efforts by groups of people to fashion shared understandings of the 
world and of themselves that legitimate and motivate collective action’ (McAdam, 
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1996:7). However, the original concept of the frame has been subject to revision over the 
years and, more recently, has been defined as focussing ‘attention to the signifying work 
or meaning construction engaged in by social movement activists and participants and 
other parties relevant to the interests of social movements and the challenges they want’ 
(Snow, 2000:384). In essence, frames are cognitive devices used by activists to transmit 
ideological meanings of the movement to outsiders. Frame analysis enables us to capture 
the process by which meaning is attributed to events and practices of individuals and 
groups.  
 
Snow et al (1986) developed the concept of frame alignment which can be defined as 
‘linkages of individual and SMO interpretive orientations’ (Snow et al, 1986:467) and is 
the process by which the cognitive frame of individuals is aligned with the ideological 
frame of the movement. Within frame alignment, there are four distinct stages: frame 
bridging; transformation; amplification and extension. Frame bridging is the least 
ambitious of the four processes and involves bridging of two or more ideologically 
congruent, but structurally unconnected, frames pertaining to a specific issue or problem. 
In this framing context, SMOs or individual activists identify issues of concern and 
socially construct them as a problem which is then communicated to the public in order 
to facilitate an ideological connection. Often, activists seek to find those responsible in 
order to attribute blame for the problem so the movement can have a goal around which 
to centre its activities. Frame transformation occurs when a movement decides to transmit 
a radical set of ideas and values to replace or reframe traditional values and meanings. In 
frame amplification, the aim is to bring ‘clarification and invigoration of an interpretive 
frame bearing on a particular issue’ (Snow et al, 1986:469) and is necessary in garnering 
support for a movement. Lastly, frame extension refers to the movement’s attempt to 
enlarge its activist base by extending the boundaries of its cognitive framework to 
encompass the views and beliefs of potential adherents even though they may be 
incidental to the movement. The framing processes of bridging, transformation and 
amplification parallel Rochon’s (1998) work on value conversion, creation and 
connection, although Rochon goes one step further in arguing that these processes are 
integral to social movements for bringing about social transformation. So far from the 
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discussion, the concept of framing can be seen as a more flexible cultural product than 
values or ideology for understanding how people make sense of the world. It is therefore 
a more useful tool for capturing the processes of the attribution of meaning to events and 
practices by activists which facilitate collective action. In this case study, the concept of 
framing provides a useful framework for examining how the participants socially 
construct protest in relation to issues of the environment and global trading. It is therefore 
an appropriate strategy for capturing the process of the attribution of meaning by the 
participants.        
 
Much of movement analysis has concentrated on framing processes and ignored the role 
of emotions. Recently, however, theorists such as Tarrow (2006) and Gamson (1990; 
1992a) have extended the concept of frames to incorporate emotions. These theorists 
argue that emotions are an integral component of the interpretive processes and that 
collective action does not originate so much from cognitive processes, but more from the 
emotional dimension associated with collective activities (Goodwin & Jasper, 2004; 
Gould, 2004; Tarrow, 2006). According to Tarrow (2006), emotions channel an activist’s 
course of action by providing him/her with a source of motivational energy to engage in 
and facilitate activism. Movements are distinct settings in which emotions are generated 
and reinforced. More importantly, emotions are the ‘site for articulating the links between 
cultural ideas, structural inequality and individual action’ (Taylor, 1995:227) which can 
be invoked to trigger collective action. Jasper (2009) asserts that emotions are a product 
of collective action, stirring up and reinforcing a strong sense of ‘we’ or solidarity 
invoking emotions of fondness and affection for one another. It is clear emotions have a 
vital role in collective action and should therefore not be sidelined as incidental 
characteristics. 
 
Social movements  
 
Social movements are distinct social phenomena, which according to Diani (1992:13), 
can broadly be defined as:  
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‘a network of informal interactions between a plurality of individuals, groups, 
and/or organizations engaged in political or cultural conflict on the basis of shared 
collective identity’. 
 
The emergence of a new cluster of movements such as the environmental, women’s 
rights and student movements of the 1960’s has been collectively known as NSMs. They 
have been termed ‘new’ in the sense that they refer to the recent wave of mobilizations in 
contemporary society centred on quality of life issues rather than issues concerning 
production and labour. However, some scholars (Crossley, 2002; Pichardo, 1997; Tucker, 
1991) have questioned whether the emergence of these new forms of collective action 
constitutes a new era in movement politics. It is argued that there is nothing particularly 
‘new’ about NSMs because they do not possess a unique set of characteristics 
distinguishing them from ‘old’ social movements. However, this criticism does not mean 
that NSM theory should be abandoned and I contend there is utility in linking the 
characteristics of NSMs to structural change, even though these characteristics may not 
be considered unique to NSMs. While it is clear from the literature that there are 
differences in opinions over what constitutes the newness of NSMs, the characteristics 
that have been identified are, nonetheless, useful for this study for understanding the 
nature of contemporary social and political conflicts in Hong Kong within the civic 
sphere and this, I believe, is its strength.  
 
According to Pichardo (1997), the uniqueness of NSMs is in how they respond to a 
character of domination which makes them qualitatively different from ‘old’ social 
movements. According to NSM literature, contemporary forms of collective action can 
be categorized as NSMs by a number of distinct characteristics. First, NSMs are 
primarily social in character and are more concerned with quality of life issues than the 
distribution of economic or political power (Calhoun, 1993; Dalton & Kuechler, 1990). 
According to Inglehart (1990), postwar Western societies have been undergoing a shift in 
value change resulting in changes in opinions on material to postmaterial concerns. He 
argues that the generations born after the Second World War have experienced 
  77 
unprecedented levels of affluence and this has resulted in increased access to higher 
education with fewer risks of exposure to war. These have created conditions in which 
the system of material values concerning economic well-being and individual security is 
weakened. This is known as the postmaterial thesis and is based on survey data collected 
in the US and several European countries which shows a shift in value change from 
materialism to postmaterialism. Dalton (1988) and Rohrschneider (1993) have noted that 
this shift in value change has led to the emergence of green parties and supporters of 
environmental movements. This has led several social theorists to argue that having 
postmaterial values predisposes support for new forms of collective action based on the 
division between material and postmaterial values.  
 
However, Inglehart’s (1990) postmaterial thesis and its link to NSMs has been criticized 
on several accounts. First, the development of postmaterial values may not necessarily be 
a function of increasing material security or affluence and that other possible 
explanations may account for their rise, including  increasing risks in society (Beck, 
1992; Giddens, 1990) or cyclical changes in values that are not rooted in the economic 
(Slater, 1985). Second, postmaterialism may not be a sign of profound societal change, 
but a transitory phenomenon which occurs naturally over time as generations increasingly 
become more postmaterialistic (Abramson & Inglehart, 1992; Inglehart & Norris, 2003). 
Third, it has been pointed out by Cotgrove and Duff (1980) that concentrating on levels 
of affluence as a determinant of postmaterial values ignores the possibility that public as 
opposed to personal values may be more central to predicting support for postmaterial 
values. Fourth, the arguments concerning intergenerational value change in Inglehart’s 
postmaterial thesis can lead to contradictions.  
 
According to Inglehart (1990), contemporary societies have been undergoing a 
transformation of values that is linked to increasing affluence. It is assumed that when 
scarcity exists, individuals will be motivated by materialist goals (scarcity hypotheis) and 
is fixed when one reaches adulthood (socialization hypothesis). During periods of 
prosperity, the focus of the material will shift to pursuing postmaterial goals of quality of 
life issues and this forms the basis of Inglehart’s postmaterial thesis. However, 
  78 
Inglehart’s theorization of intergenerational value shift has been criticized by Boltken and 
Jagodzinksi (1985) who argue that if value changes stabilize in adulthood, there should 
be a decrease in protest activity. Instead, they argue for a cyclical pattern of protests 
asserting that collective action should not be linked simply to structural changes. They 
suggest that a time dimension should be included to capture, for example, changes of 
public opinion over time which would affect the process of intergenerational value shift. 
Fifth, it is difficult to link collective behaviour purely to either materialist or 
postmaterialist values (Brooks & Manza, 1994).  
 
In a study by Caroll and Ratner (1996) in the Greater Vancouver area in Canada, it was 
found that materialist concerns co-existed with postmaterial concerns, thereby 
problematizing the materialist versus postmaterialist distinction. The most fundamental 
objection to the Inglehart’s postmaterial thesis is that holding a particular set of values 
does not always lead to collective action. In McAdam’s (1986) study of civil rights 
activists in the USA, he found that prospective activists’ values were a poor indicator of 
their participation in the civil rights movement. This finding has been corroborated in 
survey data of Western European countries by Fuchs & Rucht (1994) who found no 
correlation between support for environmentalism and collective action. From these 
studies it is clear that values can only explain an individual’s sensitivity to a particular 
social issue, and not his or her participation in any responding action. In order to explain 
the mobilization of the individual, it is necessary to examine the processes through which 
individual values are transformed into collective ones and this was discussed earlier 
under the concept of framing.          
 
Another characteristic of NSMs is the preference for decentralized, egalitarian and 
participatory forms of organization in contrast to the cadre-led and centralized 
bureaucracies of ‘old’ social movements (Gusfield, 1994; Melucci, 1989). Typically, 
NSMs are composed of a diverse range of groups ranging from the informal, such as Fair 
Trade stores, alternative coffee shops or drop-in centres, to formal social movement 
organizations (SMOs) such as Greenpeace or Amnesty International. However, the 
organizational dynamics for each group will differ according to the degree of formality 
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adopted’ but overall they are interconnected within a complex system or network of 
relations. 
 
A key feature of NSMs is the politicization of everyday life whereby the personal is 
political. The ‘relation between the individual and collective is blurred’ (Johnston et al, 
1994:7) and increasingly, aspects of the private world becomes politicized. NSMs 
experiment with new identities, meanings and ways of representation and this is explored 
in greater depth in the next chapter in the context of the participants’ attempts to 
transform their ascribed social class. A fourth characteristic of NSMs is that it seeks 
change in the cultural, symbolic and sub-political domains of life (Habermas, 1981; 
Melucci, 1996; Touraine, 1977). For many movements, this cultural emphasis has led to 
struggles that often begin and end in specific cultural fields by ‘push[ing] towards the 
renewal of culture, languages and habits’ (Melucci, 1985:810). Unlike resource 
mobilization and political process theories, culture is important in NSMs as a means for 
achieving political ends as well as an end in itself. Fifth, NSMs favour patterns of 
mobilization that are generally characterized by acts of non-violence and civil 
disobedience such as boycotts and sit-ins as a means of challenging dominant norms of 
conduct (Klandermans & Tarrow, 1988; McAdam, 1988). Contemporary forms of protest 
are often transnational in nature for example the WTO protests in Seattle and Hong Kong 
and they frequently make use of new media such as the television, internet and mobile 
phones to channel dissent (Bennett, 2005). Although there are examples of more 
conflictual protest tactics such as blockade and small scale violent episodes (Jasper, 
1999), generally, protest activity is largely confined to changing value systems and 
therefore culturally oriented.  
 
NSM theory 
 
NSM theory focuses not only on the identification of the unique characteristics 
constituting NSMs but also seeks to provide explanations for their emergence. As 
mentioned earlier, NSM theory is more accurately a bundle of theories and a common 
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theme running through all the variations is that they operate within a model of societal 
totality. In other words, NSM theorists have sought to theorize a historically specific 
social formation as a backdrop for contemporary collective actions and present this as a 
causal claim for movement emergence. A key NSM theorist in support of this perspective 
is Touraine (1974; 1977) who, together with other social theorists such as Habermas 
(1987), Melucci (1989), Beck (1992) and Giddens (1990), argue that NSMs are the 
product of structural changes in society. According to Buechler, (2000) this restoration of 
a macrolevel perpective in movement theory is what distinguishes NSM theory from the 
resource mobilization paradigm. Hence, NSMs can be seen as responses to modernity and 
shift to postindustrial society which are defined by capitalist markets, increased 
bureaucratization and instrumental rationality (Giddens, 1990; Habermas, 1987). For 
Scott (1990), the rise of NSMs can be seen as ‘symptoms of changes in the boundary 
conditions of the social system’ (Scott, 1990:7). 
 
Of all these theorists, Touraine (1981) has been the most explicit in upholding this 
perspective of linking NSMs to societal totality and asserts the study of society is the 
study of social movements or action. He uses the term ‘action’ as a key sociological 
concept which can be defined as ‘the behaviour of an actor guided by cultural 
orientations and set within social relations defined by an unequal connection with the 
social control of these orientations’ (Touraine, 1981:61). For Touraine, social conflict is 
at the heart of society and:  
 
… social movements are not exceptional or dramatic events: they lie permanently 
at the heart of social life…they are not a marginal rejection of order, they are the 
central forces fighting one another to control the production of society by itself and 
the action of classes for the shaping historicity (Touraine, 1981:29). 
 
He develops the concept of historicity which he argues are the social processes of society 
that are constantly being recreated in a conscious fashion and operate as overall systems 
of meaning by which the dominant rules in society are set. As the objective of NSMs to 
control symbolic production, this requires a high degree of reflexivity on the part of 
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individuals in order to create the conditions for social movements to emerge as ‘the 
organized collective behaviour of a class actor struggling against his [sic] class adversary 
for the social control of historicity in a concrete community’ (Touraine, 1981:77). He 
envisages that in postindustrial or programmed society, social conflict will not occur 
between the working class and the capitalist class but among new social classes fighting 
against one another for the control of the production of society itself. However, critics of 
Touraine (Buechler, 2000; Crossley, 2002; Scott, 1990) argue that seeking to identify the 
single universal movement or class among the plurality of movements and classes is 
problematic.  
 
Variations of the societal totality approach explaining the rise of NSMs include 
Inglehart’s postmaterial thesis discussed earlier and Habermas (1987) on the colonization 
of the lifeworld and cultural impoverishment. Habermas argues that the privatized 
lifeworld consists of traditional values which are needed for the economic system to 
function. However in postindustrial society, the privatized lifeworld is increasingly 
challenged by state intervention resulting in a legitimation crisis whereby traditional 
values and norms are brought into question and contested. The inability of the political 
system to deal with this crisis leads to a motivation crisis in which the privatized 
lifeworld ceases to reproduce the basic value dispositions required to function in areas of 
life such as work, family and community. In other words, in late capitalist society, 
traditional values such as self-reliance needed in caring for the family members is 
undermined by state intervention, rendering previously private concerns public and 
political issues. Habermas argues that there has been a major shift in morality in late 
capitalist societies resulting in a move from a context-specific morality to a 
communicative morality based on rational arguments and universalizable norms. This 
moral change can be seen in the shift from authoritarian and discipline-based practices to 
more libertarian-based practices that encourage self-reflection and norms to be supported 
by rational arguments. These developments are linked not only to historical social 
totality, but also the evolutionary process implicit in modernity which drives the 
universalization of our cognitive and normative claims. For Habermas, NSMs are a 
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response to the colonization of the lifeworld and indicators of potential legitimation and 
motivation crises in late capitalist societies.  
 
The NSM approach to movement analysis has three advantages; first it brings to the fore 
the innovative characteristics of contemporary social movements; second, it places actors 
centre of the stage and third, it revitalizes an interest in the role of culture in collective 
action. However, a major criticism of structural strands of NSM theories is that they have 
failed to specify the mechanisms by which structural tensions lead to action. According to 
Pichardo (1997) NSM theories should be considered general theories of the effects of 
structural forces on different forms of social conflict. In general, the NSM literature is 
divided over the issue of class in movement emergence and this is the focus of discussion 
in the following section.  
 
A question of class 
 
Broadly speaking, the accounts given by key NSM theorists on the links between a 
particular model of societal totality and the rise of NSMs are essentially post-Marxian. 
They are post-Marxian in the sense they break away from the conventional Marxist 
analysis of social movements privileging the working class as agents of revolutionary 
change. This shift in emphasis away from the working class and from class itself can be 
considered a reaction to the notion of class as an objective category. Post-Marxist 
thinkers include NSM theorists such as Touraine and Habermas who have argued for the 
abandonment of the distinction between a class-in-itself and class-for-itself. According to 
Touraine (1974), Marxist understandings of class are outdated in that they privilege 
protest activity as rooted in the struggles in the sphere of production, therefore 
marginalizing any other forms of social protest. In this sense, NSM theories represent a 
critical reaction to classical Marxism transcending class as an explanatory category.    
 
In NSM literature, there is a debate concerning the role of class as an explanatory 
category in the development of NSMs. On the one hand, some theorists argue NSMs 
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cannot be defined by class location but by a common concern over specific social issues 
that are ideological in origin (Arato & Cohen, 1984; Diani & Lodi, 1988; Offe, 1985). On 
the other hand, some scholars (Eder, 1993; Kriesi, 1989; Offe, 1985) see NSMs as rooted 
in a particular fraction of the middle class, the new middle class. They have observed that 
environmental movements often attract large numbers of middle class particularly from 
the ‘new’ middle class stratum. The new middle class are a new social group that has 
emerged from the structural changes brought about by the shift from industrial to 
postindustrial society. It has been argued the structural changes accompanying the shift 
from industrial to postindustrial society has caused a growth in administrative and service 
industries which has given rise to a new social stratum, the new middle class (Bell, 1974; 
Castells, 2000; Lash & Urry, 1987). This new middle class is considered to have a central 
role in new conflicts on account of their high level of education and therefore are more 
likely to have developed technical, cultural and social skills which can be used in the 
service of NSMs (Bagguley, 1992; 1995; Pakulski, 1995). As a result of their technical 
and cultural competence, the new middle class has a greater likelihood of mobilizing in 
new forms of conflict of a symbolic and cultural nature (Offe, 1985). For example, 
analyzes of environmental movements have found that those engaged in key leadership 
positions came from the educated middle class (Cotgrove & Duff, 1980; Jamison, 
Eyerman & Cramer, 1990). 
 
Two proponents arguing for a break from class analysis in the study of NSMs are 
Giddens (1990; 1991) and Beck (1992). They argue that the shift to postindustrial or 
postmodern society is characterized by a market mentality and instrumental rationality, 
which have provided the conditions necessary for the rise of NSMs. According to 
Giddens (1994), individuals in contemporary society have greater opportunities to discuss 
issues concerning how to live one’s life which were previously dismissed or undiscussed 
which he terms dialogic democracy. This emphasis on life politics or a politics of self-
actualization has led to the terrain of politics becoming highly individualized and 
reflexive which has resulted in the understanding that social class can no longer be 
considered a basis for collective action. In a similar intellectual drift, Beck argues that 
individuals are increasingly living in risky societies where ‘the individual himself or 
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herself becomes the reproduction unit for the social in the lifeworld’ (Beck, 1992:130) 
and results in ‘class los[ing] its sub-cultural basis and is no longer experienced’ (Beck, 
1992:98). In sum, Giddens and Beck argue social conflict in contemporary society is no 
longer rooted in class structure and the individual, as opposed to social class, takes the 
place of status groups. In this sense class, according to its conventional definition, 
becomes irrelevant in Giddens’ and Beck’s analysis of social movements. NSM theorists 
such as Touraine (1977) and Melucci (1989) have also argued that class, in the Marxian 
sense is not linked to collective action but they do so from a different point of departure 
to Giddens and Beck. As discussed earlier, for Touraine (1977) and Melucci (1989; 
1995), class is a defined as a group of people with similar ‘relationships within which 
social resources are produced and appropriated (Melucci, 1995:117). For Touraine, 
modern social conflict is characterized by the struggle between two classes fighting for 
the control of cultural concerns. In reviewing the literature, it is clear that the debate over 
class analysis in social movements remains diversified and few contemporary scholars 
have attempted to utilize class analysis in movement research (Eder 1993; Crossley, 
2002). One of the aims of this thesis is to show that class is relevant in the analysis of 
social movements and this is discussed in later chapters.  
 
Summary and conclusion 
 
Social movement theories tend to reflect trends in sociology and thereby share a common 
heritage. Early theorizations of social movements by American sociologists originally 
interpreted collective action as irrational, dangerous and as examples of crisis behaviour 
rooted in deprivation, isolation and displacement. However, with the conceptual 
‘economic and political turns’ in social movement theories, collective behaviour was 
viewed as a regular part of politics and protestors were seen as normal people pursuing 
reasonable goals. Mobilization theorists emphasized the rational dimension of collective 
action and drew on organizational analysis to argue that SMOs are the core of social 
movements competing with one another for resources and time. Known as resource 
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mobilization, this approach tended to assume instrumental motives by participants and 
was a dominant theoretical paradigm in movement research.  
 
Resource mobilization theory has been offered as a theoretical paradigm that can 
facilitate understanding of the role of organizations in the food networks of Fair Trade 
and CSA. Organizations operate according to different organizational logics and are 
important for promoting and sustaining collective action in the long term. Drawing on 
resource mobilization theory will help demonstrate the different functions of the various 
SMOs that constitute Fair Trade and CSA in Hong Kong. Framing processes were 
developed to fill the void of culture in the political process and resource mobilization 
theories. In this thesis they are useful for analysing the participants’ diverse 
interpretations of specific environmental and social issues and their conversion into social 
problems to become objects of collective action 
 
The other dominant theoretical paradigm, known as the political process approach, placed 
greater emphasis on politics and the state. In highlighting social movement interactions 
with the state, this paradigm asserted the importance of the broader political system in 
structuring the opportunities for collective action, such as lessening repression by the 
state to allow for movement emergence. In both these approaches, culture was either 
subordinated to political structure or considered with caution, as it was feared it could 
lead to portraying protestors once again as irrational. By the 1980’s, the ‘cultural turn’ in 
movement research shifted the focus to ‘bringing meaning back’ and to examining the 
ways in which movements use symbols, discourse, emotions and identity and other 
dimensions of culture to mobilize and sustain collective action. As a result, scholars 
recognized that contemporary social movements were qualitatively different from ‘old’ 
social movements of the industrial era and these were collectively termed as NSM 
theories. The NSM approach emerged partially in response to the economic reductionism 
of Marxism which emphasized material forces of production as the source of collective 
action. NSM theories seek to revise conventional Marxist assumptions and this is clearly 
evident on its stance towards issues concerning class.  
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Some strands of NSM theories dismiss class as an explanatory variable but in this thesis I 
argue that class remains central in understanding participants’ engagement in the food 
networks of Fair Trade and CSA in Hong Kong. To develop the inclusion of class in 
NSM theory, I turn to cultural theories, especially the work of Bourdieu (1984), for 
insights as to how this may be achieved. The theories of Bourdieu (1977; 1984) on social 
distinction and social practices, in conjunction with Eder (1993) and Crossley’s (2002) 
interpretation of his work, have been reviewed because they possess the potential to 
explain how social practices are linked to identity and class and reproduced via the 
conceptual trinity of habitus, capital and fields. However, these approaches are not 
without limitations, especially with respect to this study, as they do not explore the 
micro-level personal interactions which constitute the macro-level social structure of the 
habitus. In other words, there is an under-theorization of the micro-level processes 
through which movement participants construct specific identities in order to define 
themselves in relation to significant others.  
 
Bourdieu’s concepts of the habitus, field and capital has particular utility in this thesis for 
explaining the adoption of symbolic practices such as recycling by the participants. The 
habitus was conceptualized by Bourdieu to explain the process by which social class is 
reproduced but in this study I am interested in understanding the processes by which the 
participants seek to transform their habitus and ascribed class. To address this theoretical 
deficiency, I have drawn on Snow and Anderson (1987) and Kaufman’s (2003) work to 
outline  the processes through which individuals embrace and reject specific identities as 
a means of transforming ones ascribed social class position. The identification of 
interpersonal strategies of associational distancing and presentations of self are useful for 
analysing the practices of the participants which, I suggest, are attempts to socially 
construct new social identities. How this plays out in Hong Kong in terms of the 
participants’ adoption of certain practices and lifestyles is examined later in this thesis in 
Chapters Six and Seven. In the next chapter, however, I describe Hong Kong as the 
context for this study, outlining the historical development of the territory in relation to 
its economic development, the rise of Chinese-led capitalism and rural conflict.                             
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CHAPTER FOUR: Hong Kong as a context for this research  
 
Introduction 
 
This chapter provides details of Hong Kong as a research site and examines Hong Kong’s 
historical, socio-economic and political development as a contextual backdrop for this 
study. An historical perspective is included because it provides a larger picture of Hong 
Kong’s development in which to situate this thesis. It specifically tracks the rise of the 
Chinese business elite in the nineteenth century with reference to their role in shaping 
Hong Kong’s economic development and transforming it into the global city it is today. It 
is important to have an understanding of the emergence and role of the Chinese capitalist 
elite as the dominant class in Hong Kong society since it has bearings for later arguments 
concerning the reasons why fractions of the middle class are engaging in food politics 
resisting capitalist globalization.    
 
The opening part of the chapter presents a demographic and economic profile of Hong 
Kong before providing a short historical account of Hong Kong’s economic development. 
The processes of industrialization and de-industrialization are examined in the context of 
the post war restructuring of the world economy with a particular focus on the 
characteristics of the local class structure. In addition, the rise of the middle class and 
issues of identity relating to consumption are discussed. The following section examines 
the development of social movements in Hong Kong with reference to changing political 
parameters of colonization and decolonization. Lastly, agriculture in the New Territories 
is examined from a historical perspective highlighting how co-option of the rural elite has 
been a strategy used by the government to promote political stability and maintain its 
status quo. 
 
 
  88 
Background information on Hong Kong 
 
Demographics 
 
Hong Kong is a Special Administrative Region (SAR) of China situated on the southern 
coast in the south eastern area of the Pearl River delta. It is composed of the Kowloon 
peninsula and 263 outlying islands the largest of which is Lantao, followed by Hong 
Kong and several smaller inhabited islands of Cheung Chau, Peng Chau and Lamma 
islands. The Kowloon peninsula forms the southern land mass of Hong Kong and is 
separated by Victoria Harbour. To the north west of the New Territories are the regions 
of Yuen Long and Fanling containing some of most fertile and arable land for farming 
(see Figure 1). The land mass north of Kowloon is the New Territories, the largest 
geographical region and extends to the border of the Shenzhen Special Economic Zone 
(SEZ). The Shenzen SEZ was created in the 1970’s as part of Mainland China’s ‘open 
door’ policy to attract foreign investment to expand China’s export market. 
 
Hong Kong’s latest population estimate is 7.1 million as at end of 2011. According to 
demographic data published by the HKSAR government, Hong Kong is one of the most 
densely populated areas in the world having 6,460 persons per square kilometre (Census 
and Statistics Department, 2011) (see Figure 2). The population distribution in percentage 
terms by region is as follows: Hong Kong island 18.5%; Kowloon 29.4%; New 
Territories 52.1%. Despite being so heavily populated, Hong Kong has twenty one 
country parks, accounting for about 40% of its total land mass. 
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Figure 1: Map of Hong Kong 
(Worldatlas, 2014) 
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Figure 2: View of Hong Kong 
 
Economy 
 
Hong Kong is a free market economy highly dependent on international trade and 
finance, particularly Mainland China, its largest trading partner. Hong Kong’s per capita 
GDP at 2012 was estimated at US$50,700 and its total GDP (purchasing power parity) 
stood at US$ 367 billion in 2012. GDP growth rates have fluctuated over the decade 
ranging from 0.2% in 2001, dipping to a low point of -7.9% in 2009 and rising to 2.2% in 
2012. The estimated growth in GDP for 2013 was 4.3% (HKMA, 2013).   
 
Hong Kong is a global city i.e. key node in the world economy and currently, it is ranked 
fifth in the world (Kearney, 2012). According to (Sassen, (1991, 2000) global cities are 
post-industrial production sites typically characterized by being major centres of finance 
and specialized services. According to some researchers (Chiu & Lui, 2004; Friedmann 
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& Wolff, 1982; Sassen, 1991; 2000), global city development is usually linked to 
increased social polarization. Social polarization is argued to result from economic 
restructuring causing a widening in earning potential between different occupational and 
social groups. In Hong Kong, the gini coefficient, a measure of income inequality, has 
steadily risen from 0.451 in 1981 to 0.537 in 2010 and this increase is mirrored around 
the world in global cities. According to Chiu & Lui (2009), rising income disparity 
between the wealthy and poor in Hong Kong is not a short term phenomenon and is the 
consequence of Hong Kong’s economic restructuring when it shifted from an industrial to 
post-industrial service centre. In essence, Hong Kong’s social development has not kept 
pace with its economic development and, despite the latest economic forecast of GDP 
rising to 4.3% in 2013 (Census and Statistics Department, 2012), the fruits of this success 
are unlikely to be shared by people at the grassroots level.                  
 
Social development 
 
Over the decades, Hong Kong’s focus on economic development and achievement of 
global city status has meant social development has largely been ignored. To address this, 
the Hong Kong Council for Social Service (HKCSS) launched a project in 1999 to 
monitor social development in Hong Kong and subsequently developed the social 
development index (SDI). The SDI is composed of 47 social and economic indices for 
assessing the local social, economic and political needs over time and is unique to Hong 
Kong. The SDI includes various domains of development such as economic, family and 
housing and has steadily risen from 138 in 2000 to 188 in 2010. However, while the 
overall SDI has increased, it does not provide an accurate picture for the different 
development domains. The most recent report published in 2012 highlighted family 
solidarity and housing indices have decreased, indicating housing is a chronic problem 
particularly among low income groups (HKCSS, 2012).  
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Education 
 
The educational attainment of the Hong Kong’s population continues to improve and the 
proportion of people over the age of 15 who have received secondary or higher education 
rose from 71% in 2001 to 77% in 2011 (Hong Kong Facts and Figures: Education, 2011).  
From the government’s perspective, education is regarded as essential to developing 
Hong Kong’s knowledge-based economy because it is seen as vital to ensuring Hong 
Kong’s continual economic prosperity (Tung, 2000).  
 
However, while these goals of increasing human capital and access to education may be 
applauded, it has been pointed out by several researchers that behind these seemingly 
well intentioned goals is a political campaign to re-socialize Hong Kong citizens into 
uncritical patriots of the ‘motherland’ (Chan, 2010; Post, 2003; Vickers & Kan, 2003). 
These researchers assert the education curriculum is designed to promote a totalizing 
sense of ‘Chinesesness’ through the re-shaping of Hong Kong young peoples’ cultural 
and social identity by invoking the blood-bond between the local Hong Kong and 
Mainland Chinese. In the policy address, the discourse of unity is promoted through the 
use of ‘We are all Chinese’ and touches on the issue of identity which is discussed later 
in the chapter  
 
Hong Kong’s economic development    
 
Hong Kong’s success in the global economy needs to be understood within a historical 
context. According to several authors (Carroll, 2005; Chiu and Lui, 2009; 1975; Tsai, 
1993) Hong Kong’s status as a leading centre of trade, commerce and finance can be 
traced back to the nineteenth century. Under British colonial rule, Hong Kong developed 
an entrepot trade with China (mainly in opium) which later developed in a transnational 
trading network facilitated by the growth of Chinese communities overseas. Moreover, 
Hamilton (1999) and Chiu & Lui (2009), argue that Hong Kong’s economic success was 
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also the result of the rise of the Chinese capitalist class or business elite. Carroll (2005) 
notes that one of the first British Governors of the time described the Chinese business 
elite as ‘a class of Chinamen (who are) daily becoming more influential and opulent to 
whom we may look for future co-operation’ (Carroll 2005:52). The Chinese business 
elite were a highly influential social group who acquired land and acted as compradors 
for the British hongs1, making substantial contributions towards the Hong Kong 
Government’s revenue. More importantly, the Chinese business elite acted as a mediator 
between Western merchants and the government and through their business activities, 
developed a unique brand of capitalism based on light industries and flexible networks.  
 
Up until the Second World War, Hong Kong acted as a capitalist funnel for the 
movement of Chinese capital and goods to and from Hong Kong, China and overseas. 
However, this situation changed dramatically after the war when China experienced 
major political, social and economic upheavals following the Communist takeover in 
1949 led by Mao Tse Tung. The sequence of these events led to the USA imposing a 
trade embargo on China, damaging Hong Kong’s position as an entrepot, and forced the 
colony into industrialization and export-led growth for economic survival. By the 1950’s, 
Hong Kong embarked on a process of industrialization driven primarily by the large 
number of refugees fleeing China in search of a new life in the colony. These Chinese 
migrants became an important source of low waged labour source for the growing 
economy but they also brought skills in management and entrepreneurship. In particular, 
the relocation of prominent Shanghai industrialists allowed capital in the form of family 
savings to flow into the colony (Castells, 1996; Chiu, 1994). An important point to note 
here is that these Shanghai industrialists began to re-establish themselves not only in 
manufacturing and textile industries, but they could rebuild their former way of life. 
According to Hamilton (1999), the resumption of Chinese entrepreneurialism was one of 
the principal factors driving Hong Kong’s industrialization process. It also enabled the 
Chinese business elite to once again resume their involvement in the global economy. He 
                                                 
1 ‘Hong’ is a term used to describe a major business firm operating out of Canton during the Qing dynasty. 
The British Hongs were colonial trading companies e.g. Jardine Matheson and Swire and Hutchison.   
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argues that through the unique constellation of post war events in Hong Kong that 
Chinese entrepreneurialism could re-emerge as an independent and powerful force in 
global capitalism.  
 
A number of authors have written about the role of the Chinese capitalist class in shaping 
Hong Kong’s economic development trajectory (Castells, 1996; Hamilton, 1999; Lau, 
1982; Tsang, 2004). They argue that one of the major reasons for the influence of 
Chinese capitalist class on Hong Kong’s development is due to the absence of the gentry. 
In Lau’s (1982) account of the gentry in Imperial China, he describes them as acting as 
an intermediary between the bureaucratic state and society arguing they were socialized 
into this role through long periods of Confucian education. As a consequence, they 
adopted a paternalistic and protective posture towards the common people and were able 
to garner their support by looking out for their interests. This conferred status and 
recognition on the gentry by the local populace and many rose to positions of leadership 
within local communities. A notable characteristic of the gentry was their relative anti-
materialistic stance to life and support of Confucian values such as respect for authority, 
hard-working attitude, self-control, preserving harmony and acceptance of family 
responsibilities (Topley, 1969).  
 
In Hong Kong, however, the gentry did not exist as it did in Imperial China. According to 
Mathews and Lui (2001), the reason for this was twofold. First, the immigrants lacked the 
cultural capital and second, they perceived wealth as a substitute source of cultural capital 
and on this basis, the wealthy industrialists from Shanghai never attempted to transform 
themselves into cultural aristocrats. Moreover, the majority of Chinese immigrants 
entering Hong Kong were attracted primarily by its economic opportunities and political 
stability under a colonial government (Lau, 1982). Mathews and Lui (2001) assert that 
the absence of a gentry in Hong Kong to act as a society’s moral compass created 
conditions in which unbridled capitalism was allowed to flourish. This, they argue was 
what led  to Hong Kong’s development as a pragmatic, materialistic and down-to-earth 
city in which wealth and money are all that really matter. These scholars conclude that 
because wealth is a major criterion for entry into Hong Kong’s elite group, positions in 
  95 
Hong Kong’s high society can be ‘bought’ through generous donations to charities. Of 
greater significance, however, has been the transformation of wealth into a ‘new’ source 
of cultural capital facilitating upward social mobility by economic means. These 
observations suggest that class location in Hong Kong society is primarily determined by 
economic rather than cultural factors. In this regard, Hong Kong is rather different to 
other Western societies in which class divisions are structured by cultural, social and 
economic relations and varying amounts of the different capitals (Bourdieu, 1984). 
However, in this thesis it is argued that the economic is no longer the main determinant 
of social class in Hong Kong. As the later chapters will demonstrate, the study 
participants’ engagement in Fair Trade and CSA can be seen as a struggle for social 
recognition and power to contest the dominant class and their economic interests.    
   
The Chinese business elite were able to gain prominence in Hong Kong society largely 
through their acquisition of economic power and co-option by the colonial government 
giving them access to political power through including them in policy making 
institutions. According to King (1981), co-option of the Chinese business elite was a 
strategy of administrative absorption of politics by the colonial administration to gain a 
monopoly of power by garnering the political patronage of this group. Ironically, the 
strategy of co-option did not neutralize the power of the Chinese business elite but 
actually served to boost their political and economic standing in society. According to 
Leung (1996), elite co-option is a reflection of the political partnership between the 
colonial government and capitalist class and was important for generating the needed 
revenue in the form of profit tax from capitalist enterprises.  
 
The Hong Kong government is unique in that it functions both as a state and government 
and is commonly referred to as the administrative state (Harris, 1978). It has played an 
active role in facilitating Hong Kong’s economic growth through its adoption of a 
strategy of positive non-intervention (Schiffer, 1991). According to Chiu & Lui (2009), 
positive interventionism is not synonymous with the laissez-faire philosophy which is 
essentially a government ‘hands off’ approach to economic activities. Rather, positive 
interventionism is a policy of selective intervention that aids economic development. 
  96 
Examples of this can be seen in the institution of a welfare system providing low cost 
housing, social services, public education and health and a subsidized mass transport 
system. This is particularly important during the time when Hong Kong’s industries were 
highly labour intensive and achieving competitiveness required a cheap source of labour. 
Castells (1996) states that government’s positive non-interventionist approach is one of 
the most important factors contributing towards the success of local industries. 
 
Between the 1950’s and 1970’s, the industrialization of Hong Kong transformed it from 
an entrepot port to major industrial manufacturing base and this period is often referred to 
as Hong Kong’s ‘golden age’ of industrial development (Leung, 1996). The number of 
people employed in the manufacturing sector increased from 23.6% to 43% in 1961 
(Chiu & Lui, 2009) and this success was partly due to Hong Kong’s specialization in 
light ‘industries’ producing labour-intensive consumer goods such as transistor radios 
which could easily be inserted into the buyer-driven global manufacturing network. Many 
of these industries required dexterous skills which attracted a large number of young 
women into the labour force. These young women have been described as ‘filial 
daughters’ by Salaff (1995) and worked to bring an income to their families. 
Manufacturing success was also facilitated by the flexibility of small family-owned 
factories which could respond quickly to changes in the international market and 
maintain competitiveness. Demand-responsiveness is a unique feature of Chinese 
commercial capitalism and was particularly important for Hong Kong given that it was 
reliant on overseas markets (Hamilton, 1999; Lui, 2009).   
 
The post-industrial phase 
 
The rapid industrialization of Hong Kong from the 1950’s extended the colony’s role to 
that of a major global trading centre. However, this was all about to change by the late 
1970’s when China embarked on its ‘Open Door’ policy, making the country more 
accessible to the rest of the world (Lang, Chiu & Pang, 2001; Tsang, 2004). Under 
China’s new economic reforms policies, land was designated as SEZ’s making rent and 
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labour plentiful and cheap. The creation of the Shenzhen economic zone coupled with the 
re-structuring of the global economy led to the relocation of manufacturing industries 
across the border. Local manufacturers were increasingly feeling the pressure of 
competition from other newly industrializing economies (NIE’s) in Asia, rising 
production costs and soring property prices. These chain of events signalled an end to 
Hong Kong’s ‘golden era’ of industrialization (Ng, Chan & Wong, 1989) and 
manufacturing employment fell dramatically from 990,365 in 1981 to 400, 952 by 2001 
(Lui, 2009). The de-industrialization of Hong Kong continued into the late 1990’s and 
occurred more rapidly than in any other industrial nation, largely due to its unique 
historical factors (Lang et al., 2001). 
 
The relocation of manufacturing industries to the Mainland led Hong Kong to focus on 
developing the growth of knowledge-based industries (Chiu & Lui, 2009). These 
structural changes in the economy were reflected by changes in employment trends. 
Government investment in higher education produced a highly skilled workforce that 
were needed to fill new service jobs in fields such as tourism, real estate, utilities, 
transport and financial services. According to Scott (1989), the growth of the service 
sector was a major factor which contributed towards Hong Kong’s development as a 
global financial and trading centre.  
 
The emergence of the middle class  
 
According to several local researchers (Lui, 1993; Tsai, 1993; Tsang, 2004) the re-
structuring of the global economy and China’s conversion to Communism after the 
Second World War provided the economic, social and political conditions for the 
emergence of a middle class stratum. The emergence of sizeable middle class in the 
1970’s and 1980’s is a relatively recent social phenomenon (Hsiao & So, 1999) and 
according to Hsiao (1993), is a highly fragmented group. The middle class is composed 
of two major factions - the corporate segment located in the capitalist sector and the 
service segment located in the state and non-profit organizations. In this thesis, I refer to 
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traditional middle as the fraction of the middle class located in the capitalist sector as 
compared to the new middle class who are located in the service sector. Each class 
fraction is characterized by a diversity of lifestyles and occupations (Savage, Barlow, 
Dickens & Fielding, 1992). Typically, the upper middle class, often termed the traditional 
middle class, are employed in high status professional jobs such as law, medicine, and 
senior management. The new middle, otherwise known as the service class, work in 
service sector jobs including middle level management positions, health, social services, 
financial, media and IT services. Both the traditional and new middle classes consist of 
highly educated individuals and in Hong Kong, many have been educated at overseas 
tertiary institutions. It is my contention that the study participants represent a sub-
ordinate or subaltern fraction of the middle class on the basis that their values on issues of 
food production and sustainability conflict with the traditional middle class. It is 
consistent with Kriesi (1998; 2010) who argues that this represents a new political 
cleavage among the middle class dividing the ‘socio-cultural professionals’ from 
managers and technocrats.  
 
The rise of the new middle class did not fully emerge until the post war generation of 
‘baby boomers’ had reached its maturity in the 1960’s and 1970’s. Members of this 
generation were raised under conditions of relative affluence and, unlike their parents, 
had no recollection of life in China. The older generation were mostly Chinese 
immigrants who had fled the social and political turmoil on the Mainland. It was a 
commonly held belief that they would one day return to their ‘homeland’ and this attitude 
produced the so-called ‘refugee’ or ‘sojourner’ mentality (Lau, 1982; Tsang, 2004). 
These new migrants continued to regard the Mainland as ‘home’ and a place of 
retirement but this changed once the British closed the borders with China in the 1950’s. 
When strict immigration controls were imposed the prospect of returning to China was 
reduced and the migrants had no alternative but to accept Hong Kong as ‘home’. As 
pointed out by Tsang (2004), once the immigrants had accepted Hong Kong as their new 
home, a more settled outlook on life developed.   
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Lau (1982) and Tsang (2004) assert that the refugees’ collective memory of the hardships 
endured in the Mainland caused many of them to harbour a fearful and hostile attitude 
towards the Chinese government. This attitude was often expressed as a strong dislike for 
political conflict and condemnation of activities that would politically ‘rock the boat’. A 
passive orientation to politics thus developed but as highlighted by Lau (1982), this could 
also be a reflection of Confucius ideology. He states that Chinese cultural values have 
their basis in Confucianism, a philosophy that promotes subservience to authority, non-
aggressiveness and a tendency to compromise interpersonal relationships in order to 
preserve social harmony. Lau (1982) and Tsang (2004) suggest that the combination of 
the refugee experience and a Confucian mentality was a major factor in developing the 
trait of political passivity typical of many Hong Kong Chinese. Lau (1982) adds that the 
Chinese value of utilitarianistic familism whereby the family represents the major 
reference group for the individual in terms of identity and material well-being has also 
helped to strengthen this characteristic.  
 
Another explanation is that as a result of economic growth and government policies to 
improve the living standards of people, the middle class not only grew in size but 
developed a political orientation that was anti-communist and pro-colonial. This was 
assisted by the increasing co-option of the Chinese business elite into the government 
which helped maintain the commercial interests of the middle class. The literature 
indicates that despite an undemocratic government, the existing political and economic 
framework of governance was acceptable to the middle class in that it allowed them to 
pursue economic interests unhindered (Leung, 1996; Wong, 1999; Wong & Lui, 2000;). 
Consequently, ‘minding ones’ own business’ developed into a cultural value that has 
been passed down the generations and in the Hong Kong literature, this has been cited as 
one of the principle reasons for Hong Kong people’s lack of political participation.  
 
By the 1970’s, the younger generation were entering the ranks of the new middle class in 
terms of educational attainment and occupational status. The emergence of this new 
middle class stratum can be considered the product of Hong Kong’s deindustrialization 
process, technological change and growth in the service sector. In this sense, Hong Kong 
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mirrors Western societies that have undergone a shift from industrial to post-industrial 
society (Bell, 1974; Burris, 1986). In writing about the Hong Kong middle class, Scott 
(1989) comments that he would have expected this social group to have more of an 
impact in transforming Hong Kong into a more equitable society. Instead, the middle 
class were only interested in obtaining guarantees that their recent economic gains, 
personal liberties and lifestyles would be preserved. According to Lau (1982) and So 
(1990), the middle class possess a certain mentality about life which can broadly be 
described as materialistic and hedonistic in orientation. From the literature, it appears that 
individualism, hedonism, meritocracy and competition are the guiding values of the new 
middle class and as a social group, its members been described as a ‘me’ generation 
constantly in search of personal fulfilment.  
 
The Hong Kong literature does not paint a favourable picture of the new middle class, a 
group who promotes self-interests above those of the family, community and society in 
general. However, So (1993) argues the new middle class is not as overtly selfish as 
studies seem to suggest because many of them are involved in helping to improve the 
welfare of poorer members of society, as this study also demonstrates. He argues that 
because many of the new middle class were born into poverty in childhood after the 
Second World War, many developed an affinity for the working class population of Hong 
Kong, hence their active involvement in activities to improve the welfare of the working 
class. It is implied by So (1993) that the new middle class has acquired postmaterial 
values, having attained success from upward social mobility which predisposes them to 
social activism and is consistent with Western literature on NSM activism (Bagguley, 
1995; Cotgrove & Duff, 1980). Evidence of Hong Kong’s middle class radicalism can be 
found in the increasing number of the middle class engaged in urban and environmental 
movements since the 1970’s (Lui & Chiu, 2000).  
 
 
 
  101 
A consumption-based identity 
 
To understand why the Hong Kong identity is often associated with conspicuous 
consumption, it is important to understand how consumption has become a central focus 
of most Hong Kong people’s lives. By the 1960’s and 1970’s, the middle class had 
approached maturity and began searching for its own identity by experimenting with 
popular forms of Western culture. Hong Kong became a fertile ground for new 
innovations in music, fashion and food, producing hybridized versions of Western culture 
which still retained distinctive Cantonese features (Abbas, 1997; Lui, 2001). A unique 
Hong Kong identity was emerging that was a combination of typical Chinese social 
features tempered by the economic and political environment of British colonial rule. 
Most notably, the Hong Kong identity was increasingly cosmopolitan and associated with 
‘wealthy and Westernized professional circles’ which was by no means rigid (Siu 
1996:186).  Most studies on the Hong Kong identity conclude it is not ‘an expression of 
community solidarity and collective allegiance to a locality’ (Wong, 1995:170), but is 
based on an attachment to a particular way of life. In writing of the Hong Kong identity, 
Lui (1993) and Ng (1993) equate it with the Hong Kong consciousness which they 
describe is synonymous with the ‘Hong Kong way of life’ (Ng 1993:321), based on 
conspicuous consumption. Matthews (2001) reiterates this point made by Lui and extends 
it by arguing that Hong Kong’s cultural identity is tied, not only to the consumption of 
goods, but also to information, ideas and identities. To be Hong Kong Chinese means 
belonging to the global cultural supermarket where one can consume any particular 
cultural identity.  
 
In addition to a Hong Kong cultural identity based on consumption, Hung (2001) argues 
the Hong Kong identity can also be seen as having emerged from a complex set of pre-
existing ethnic identities. According to Hung (2001), the Chinese immigrants to Hong 
Kong were never ethnically or culturally homogeneous, but consisted of numerous ethnic 
sub-cultures scattered throughout different parts of the New Territories. Despite the 
multiplicity of ethnic identities, they can be broadly categorized as constituting a rural 
identity as distinct from an urban identity. The process of modernization in Hong Kong 
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served to marginalize the rural identity which was often projected as the ‘other’ and seen 
as a symbol of anachronism and antithesis of the Hong Kong way of life. More recently, 
it has been argued by some researchers (Post, 2003; Vickers & Kan, 2003) that the 
HKSAR government is seeking to re-shape the Hong Kong ethnic identity through 
campaigning for a totalizing sense of ‘Chineseness’ in attempt to re-socialize Hong Kong 
people into uncritical patriots who identify not with Hong Kong but with the Mainland 
‘motherland’. In concluding this section it can be seen the Hong Kong identity is by no 
means straightforward but complex, and in a continual process of construction and re-
construction. The following section shifts attention to examining the political 
environment of Hong Kong particularly in regard to collective action and popular 
mobilizations in the structuring of Hong Kong politics.   
 
Politics and social movements  
 
Much of the literature on the structuring of Hong Kong politics has focussed on the 
stability of the anachronistic colonial political system. It has been argued that Hong 
Kong’s political stability is the outcome of the inclusion of business interests into the 
political framework of governance (Chiu & Lui, 2009; Ngo, 2000; Scott, 1989). Since the 
early days of colonization, the political order was maintained by ‘painstakingly upholding 
a delicate policy consent among the ruling elite…..(whereby) the colonial government 
was torn between offering privileges to business in exchange for political support’ (Ngo, 
2002:112). The establishment of Hong Kong as a colony was essentially to ‘magnify the 
profits of the British trading companies and to promote British influence in China’ 
(Miners, 1996:246). On this basis, the government justified an undemocratic rule 
claiming they governed by consent through responding to public opinion (Endacott, 
1964). Until the 1980’s, the government consisted mainly of influential social and 
economic elites who were relatively distant from the lives of local people. The entry of 
the elites was made possible primarily through dominance of certain business groups and 
networks in the Hong Kong economy. More importantly, it helped strengthen 
government control and hence political stability during the 1980’s (Davies, 1977; Chiu & 
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Lui, 2009; Scott, 1989). Some authors have noted that the formation of the ruling elite 
tends to mirror the economic structure in Hong Kong (Chiu & Lui, 2009; Wong, 1996). 
Wong (1996) observed that during 1976-86, there was a shift from the dominance by the 
British Hongs to local Chinese business groups. These Chinese business networks 
continued to grow into the 1990’s and coincided with the process of globalization with its 
push for deregulation and liberalization of major services and businesses in Hong Kong.  
 
In the 1960’s, collective action was confined to protests over the social and economic 
conditions of Hong Kong and was seen as symptomatic of the colonial political order. 
According to Jarvie (1969), the Kowloon riots of 1966-67 were the outcome 
communication breakdown between the government and local people. From a theoretical 
perspective, this explanation of social movement activity was rooted in the prevailing 
collective behaviour theories which argues that collective action is a form of rational and 
legitimate behaviour. As noted by Lui & Chiu (2000), this resulted in the study of social 
movements as a research topic of minor importance in terms of political analysis. 
However, following the government’s implementation of political reforms in the 1970’s 
changes were made that allowed room for public discussion over certain issues. 
According to King (1981), the government policy of providing an outlet for society’s 
frustrations was an example of political absorption which effectively denies direct 
participation in the political process. It was a strategy designed to allow the government 
to keep in touch with local affairs so that any potential problems could be handled 
immediately.  
 
The 1970’s has been described as the ‘Golden Age’ of social movements in which the 
politics in Hong Kong was localized (Butenhoff, 1999:25). Collective action was 
characterized by movements addressing ideological and political issues such as the 
student movement which made demands for the institutionalization of Cantonese as an 
official dialect. This era also witnessed the rise of the urban and labour movements where 
collective action revolved around community-based and work-related issues. As pointed 
out by Lui & Chiu (2000), a major characteristic of these movements was that collective 
action was mostly expressed through pressure groups lobbying against the government. 
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Another characteristic was that these forms of protest took place within a context of an 
increasing move towards democratization as the colonial government began preparing for 
the decolonization process from the mid 1980’s. Prior to this reform, protest was 
expressed through an electoral system by the Urban Council, one of the municipal 
councils of Hong Kong. This so-called consultative democratic framework enabled the 
government not only to distance itself from the public but it served to depoliticize issues 
raised by local people.   
 
The literature on social movements in Hong Kong from the 1970’s and 1980’s 
demonstrates that collective action has been an integral part of Hong Kong society. 
However, it has been argued by some, that the scale of collective action has been limited 
due to general political apathy and the high costs involved in sustaining a political 
movement (Lau, 1982; Lui & Chiu, 2000). According to Lau (1982) social movements 
can be seen as contradictory in the sense that political stability exists under highly 
destabilizing conditions. By this, Lau means that one would expect a large scale 
revolution but given the colonial constitutional order, Hong Kong has only witnessed 
minor uprisings which have not presented as forceful challenges to the status quo.  
 
As already noted, earlier studies of social movements in Hong Kong were analyzed from 
the collective behaviour perspective. However, more recent studies have focussed on 
examining the institutional configuration from which social movements emerge (Chun, 
1987; Lai, 2000; Lui & Chiu, 2000). These studies are informed by the political process 
approach emphasizing that collective action is dependent on the structure and availability 
of political opportunities. Lui & Chiu (2000) argue that social movements emerging in 
the 1980’sand 1990’s were largely in response to the changing political parameters 
brought about by the decolonization process. For the democracy movement, the opening 
of political opportunities brought about the politicization of local pressure groups and 
social movement organizations. These grassroot level groups formed alliances and 
networks for the purpose of preparing for local elections in which to voice their opinions 
and articulate a political programme to the Chinese government in the lead up to 
reunification.  
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Following the transfer of sovereignty in 1997, the newly formed SAR government was 
unable to adapt to the changing economic and political environment brought about by the 
process of decolonization and the Asian financial crisis. The administration led by the 
Chief Executive, Tung Chee Hwa, was challenged over its rule of law, the granting of 
personal freedom and its efficiency in running the bureaucratic state (Lui, 1999). Chiu & 
Lui (2009) highlight that this crisis in governance was the direct result of the SAR 
government’s failure to implement major re-structuring projects and build an alliance 
with the economic elite. A critical factor was its underestimation of the diverse economic 
and political interests of the local elites which were divided along different class 
fractions. The inability to gain consensus was a crucial factor limiting the development of 
a stable government-business alliance. He comments that the idea of preserving an 
executive-led, benevolent and authoritarian administration in the footsteps of the British 
colonialists had all but evaporated. The economic strategy of positive non-
interventionism to boost economic prosperity and undergird political stability used by the 
British colonialists could not be replicated in post-colonial Hong Kong. Chiu & Lui 
(2009) conclude that in the face of economic restructuring, regional integration and 
growing competition from other Asian globalizing cities, the HKSAR government is 
‘caught in the crossfire of conflicting demands and interests’ and has reached a state of 
political impasse (Chiu & Lui, 2009:126). He argues that this situation is not the result of 
democratization but is a reflection of the underlying changes in power structure under 
decolonization.  
 
Within the context of decolonization, collective actions such as the mass protest opposing 
the HKSAR administration mentioned earlier, did not decrease as expected and as such, 
contradicts political process theories. The literature on social movements in Hong Kong 
suggests that the decolonization process did not have the predicted effect of reducing 
collective action. This was in despite of the fact that the institutional structures of the 
political system under Chinese rule were more rigid in terms of electoral rules and laws 
compared to that of the British. Butenhoff (1999) and Lui & Chiu (2000) argue that one 
of the main reasons for this was that the impacts of politicization had varying effects on 
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different social movements. For some movements such as the environmental, urban and 
democracy movements found new openings in the political structure to lobby their 
demands. Other grassroots protest and pressure groups, however, had to compete for 
limited resources and leadership for popular mobilization.  
 
This period also witnessed the rise of NSMs such as the environmental and feminist 
movements in Hong Kong. However, studies of these NSMs tended to focus on 
examining the political and institutional structures which are argued to give rise to 
collective action (Lai, 2000). For example, Lai’s study on environmental movements 
examines opportunity structures which he argues are institutionally defined and 
opportunity-driven. In identifying two different political articulations of the 
environmental movement, he describes one as antagonistic and the other as consensual. 
The antagonistic articulation is illustrated by the not-in-my-backyard (NIMBY) mentality 
manifesting as protests over the campaign over the relocation of hazardous industries to 
Tsing Yi Island and Daya Bay. The consensual articulation of not-in-anybody’s- 
backyard (NIABY) mentality is exemplified by protests towards development projects 
that would harm the natural habitat of the region i.e. Mai Po Marshes Conservation Zone. 
Lai’s study shows that the movement’s lack of success can be attributed to the alliance 
formed between the British and Chinese government and corporate interests which 
strongly opposed the movement’s goals. This alliance led to the abrupt end to the protests 
when leaders recognized there was little chance in winning the struggle. The main point 
to be made here is that Lai’s account shows clearly how the political opportunity 
structure plays an important role in shaping the trajectory and success of a social 
movement in Hong Kong.        
 
Moreover, according to Lai, consensual movement approaches to environmentalism are 
more likely to be acceptable to the new HKSAR administration. He predicts that 
environmental praxis might be turned into a fashionable green consumerism. In other 
words, market forces are likely to promote green lifestyles without having the 
government having to make any substantial contribution to improving the environmental 
quality. He also notes that the consensual approach is mostly driven by the well-educated 
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middle class both Chinese and expatriate. The involvement by the middle class has been 
documented in other studies not related specifically to social movements. For example, 
Stern (2003) argues that while air pollution in Hong Kong is a serious problem, it is a 
middle class social issue because of the invisibility of the poor, the nature of 
environmentalism and the relative lack of class tensions. She asserts that the main reason 
why there is little activism by the lower social classes is that it is more effective and easy 
to recruit from the more affluent middle class. Moreover, unlike the middle class, they 
are more concerned with the everyday logistics of survival and do not have the time or 
energy to devote to social movement activities.  In the next section I shift the focus to 
examining the development of the agrarian economy agriculture in Hong Kong from the 
pre-war period to the post war period. The relevance of including the following section 
on agriculture in Hong Kong is to provide a historical and contextual backdrop from 
which the emergence of Fair Trade and CSA can be discussed at a later stage in the 
thesis. 
    
Agriculture  
 
Vegetable Farming in the New Territories 
 
Hong Kong relies heavily on food imported from Mainland China and overseas but this 
has not always been the case. In the pre-war period, 82% of land in the New Territories 
was allocated to food production. Rice was the predominant crop but vegetables were 
also grown either for subsistence or for sale in local markets (Potter, 1987). However, in 
the 1950’s, Hong Kong became politically isolated from the Mainland forcing it to 
industrialize, prompting the government to intervene in the New Territories to regulate 
agriculture. Consequently, the Agricultural Department was established to implement 
policy to raise the level of Hong Kong’s self-sufficiency in supplying fresh vegetables to 
the urban population.  
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One of the tenets on which British colonialism was built was that of financial self-
sufficiency. Consequently, the government pursued the principle of self-sufficiency and 
imposed property tax in urban areas to generate state revenue. Later, tax was levied on 
agricultural land and according to Chun (1987), land had lost its use value as a site for 
food production and was considered merely another commodity for exchange in the 
market economy. Hence, the government instituted a land policy in 1891 which allowed 
agricultural land to be used for housing development under a leasehold system. The 
leasehold system stipulates that the government is the sole proprietor of land sold to 
private parties. In this sense Hong Kong is unique, as it is one of the few places in the 
world where the government owns almost all available land (Poon, 2011).  
 
To boost vegetable production, the Vegetable Marketing Organization (VMO) was 
established by the government to facilitate the transition from rice to vegetable 
production. However, this led to the monopolization of vegetable wholesaling and 
transportation by the VMO and according to Airriess (2005), was a vehicle through the 
government could exercise pastoral power over refugee farmers. He describes the VMO 
as a ‘laboratory of modernity’ (Arriess, 2005:8) that would facilitate the modernization of 
agriculture in the New Territories. According to Chun (1987) and Airriess (2005), state 
intervention in agriculture is an example of late colonial governmentality, the aim of 
which was to cultivate pro-government loyalties in the farming population in order to 
manage a potential ‘vegetable revolution’ in the New Territories. It was a strategy to 
control farmers not through obedience to laws or regulations but through compliance 
having gained legitimacy from the farmers.  
 
More recently, in the late 1990’s, the government decided to promote and support local 
organic agriculture to secure a sustainable future for Hong Kong in the wake of the Asian 
Financial Crisis. It was also a response to public concerns over food safety and 
environmental protection. According to the Agricultural, Fisheries and Conservation 
Department (AFCD) website it is stated that organic farming ‘can also open up a niche 
market that can bring in a premium for local farmers… and offer a wider and better 
choice of fresh vegetables to local residents’ (AFCD, 2012). To facilitate market 
  109 
expansion, the government embarked on a campaign promoting organic farming and in 
2000, set up the organic conversion scheme (OCS) to assist conventional farmers in 
switching to organic farming. In addition, the Vegetable Marketing Organization (VMO) 
and Federation of Vegetable Marketing Co-operative Societies Ltd (FVMCS) were 
established to provide farmers with marketing and technical services. To further a smooth 
transition, the Community Growers Group (CGC) and Organic Farming Support Services 
(OFSS) were set up to assist farmers in their application for organic certification by 
providing them with education in marketing skills. Organic farmers are encouraged to 
sell their produce through a variety of distribution channels such as the VMO or through 
direct sales markets at farmers’ markets organized by private NGO’s KFBG and SEED. 
Organic farming in Hong Kong has grown over the years and as at June 2013, there are 
464 registered organic farms operating throughout the territory. However, despite 
government support of organic agriculture, Hong Kong has radically departed from its 
agricultural roots. In 2011, only 2.3% of land was dedicated to agriculture representing 
5% of Hong Kong’s total land area. As pointed out by Hung (1987) and Poon, (2011), 
land has lost its use-value and been commodified to generate an income revenue for the 
government through its sale to property developers. The purpose in providing this brief 
historical account of rural development and conflict in the New Territories is to serve as a 
backdrop for the discussion in Chapters Six and Seven. 
 
Food activism  
 
The literature on food activism in Hong Kong is scant and limited to reports about 
consumer concerns over rising food scares relating to food imported from Mainland 
China. Recently, it was reported in an English speaking daily paper that custard buns, 
milk and egg products have been contaminated with the toxic chemical, melamine 
(SCMP, July 2013). According to the South Australian Government website (DMITRE, 
2014) these recent food scares have led to significant increase and demand for natural 
foods in Hong Kong. It is estimated that over 10, 000 residents are now regular 
consumers of organic, health and functional foods and this has led to an expansion of the 
  110 
natural food and certified organic food sector. The opening of Asia’s largest food retailer, 
ThreeSixty demonstrates that this trend is growing and permanent. These observations 
suggest that the growth of the organic and Fair Trade food sector can be seen as a 
response to the food scare scandal which has created consumer demand for wholesome, 
natural food grown under environmentally and socially just conditions.  
 
The farmers’ markets at Star Ferry is organized by the Kadoorie Farm Botanic Garden 
(KFBG). The Wanchai LETS scheme is supervised by the St James settlement and forms 
part of the ST. James Settlement Community Oriented Mutual Economy (COME) 
project. The annual Fair Trade events are organized by Oxfam Hong Kong and all of the 
above are examples of food activism in Hong Kong. Star Ferry is one of 7 farmers 
markets operating throughout Hong Kong. It is unique in that it is also acts as an 
educational platform for KFBG in its promotion of sustainable living and agriculture. Its 
website states that it aims to support local farmers by connecting them directly with 
consumers, promote local social enterprises, simple, healthy living and environmental 
protection. Food localization is seen as a key to a sustainable food system and KFBG 
works hard to create an awareness among the public on environmental and social issues 
facing Hong Kong. In this sense, KFBG operates as a SMO within the CSA food network 
that seeks to create a ‘conscious constituency’ (McCarthy & Zald, 1973:374) among 
members of the public who support their cause.  
 
KFBG is a professional SMO meaning that its leaders are salaried and work full time. 
Connie, one of the interviewees, was Head of the Sustainable Living Department and a 
skilful movement entrepreneur. She demonstrated her competency by utilising her 
communication skills to transmit emotional messages on protecting the environmental as 
a means of mobilizing new adherents in support of CSA initiatives. Oxfam Hong Kong is 
also a professional SMO that actively promotes trade and food justice both in Hong Kong 
and globally. According to its website, it was the first organization to introduce the 
concept of Fair Trade into Hong Kong and bring together various Fair Trade 
organizations to form the movement. In 2008, it established the Fair Trade Hong Kong 
Foundation (FTHKF) which advocates Fair Trade in a number of ways. The annual Fair 
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Trade events specifically target the general public through dramatized presentations that 
raise awareness of trade injustice. FTHKF has created a demand for Fair Trade products 
in Hong Kong by working alongside local supermarket chains to dedicate shelf space 
specifically for Fair Trade products. Moreover, its ‘Fair Trade in the Workplace’ 
programme has raised awareness of Fair Trade in the corporate sector by promoting the 
use of Fair Trade products by employees. The programme also seeks to develop corporate 
partners for FTHKF. The emphasis by Oxfam Hong Kong to increase the mainstreaming 
of Fair Trade products and work with the corporate sector demonstrates its commitment 
to ‘working in and against the market’ (Barrett-Brown, 1993). However, the 
mainstreaming strategy has led to contestation between members within the Hong Kong 
Fair Trade food network. It essentially relates to issues of certification and assimilation of 
Fair Trade into the commercial sector thereby threatening the movement’s social and 
environmental foundations and is discussed in the analysis chapters.  
 
In contrast to Fair Trade, the Wanchai LETS scheme is founded on an ideology that 
rejects the market economy in favour of a local economic system using time dollars 
instead of cash. It forms part of the COME project based in St James Settlement, a non-
governmental organization (NGO) providing social services to poorer residents of 
Wanchai. The district of Wanchai has a mixed population with up to a fifth receiving 
social assistance. The higher than average price of fresh organic produce limits access by 
these residents to the organics market. However, to overcome this social inequity, 
Cynthia, a CSA participant and social worker, had the idea of linking COME members 
with struggling middle class farmers in the New Territories. The mostly women COME 
members are responsible for transporting organic produce from the New Territories to 
Wanchai where it is packed and distributed in boxes to the residents. Instead of cash, time 
coupons are used to purchase fresh, locally produced organic vegetables. By 
incorporating a CSA model of marketing fresh produce into a LETS scheme, helps bridge 
a socio-economic and class divide. This model can also be seen as an exercise in 
participatory democracy and as a means of combatting the alienating effects of a market 
economy. Central to this project was the building of a local, alternative community that 
promotes sustainable food production and consumption. In sum, these three examples of 
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food activism can be interpreted as forms of resistance to neoliberal globalization which 
has had damaging consequences in Hong Kong causing environmental degradation, 
deepening poverty and the disintegration of urban and rural communities. Later in the 
analysis chapters, these food initiatives are discussed in reference to NSM theories.    
     
Organic certification 
 
In Hong Kong, as in other Western countries, sustainable production and consumption 
are promoted by governments within an environmental policy framework to ameliorate 
the effects of unrestricted economic growth (Seyfang, 2004; DEFRA, 2003). In Hong 
Kong, sustainable consumption is framed within the concept of sustainable development 
and is seen as important by the government in light of increased public concern over food 
safety and environmental issues since the 1990’s. Organic farming is seen as one strategy 
in solving the problem by encouraging demand for locally produced food grown under 
sustainable conditions with minimal environmental impact. Consequently, the 
government introduced the organic conversion scheme (OCS) to assist conventional 
farmers to switch to organic farming in 2000. To further assist the transition, the 
Vegetable Marketing Organization (VMO) and Federation of Vegetable Marketing Co-
operative Societies Ltd (FVMCS) were set up to provide farmers with marketing and 
technical services. In addition, the government established the Community Growers 
Group (CGC) to help farmers in their application for organic certification and promote 
locally grown produce through direct sales marketing and agri-tourism. Organic farmers 
were provided with different options for marketing fresh organic produce and these 
included selling through wholesale markets organized by the VMO or through direct 
sales markets such as farmers markets organized by KFBG, SEED or FVMCS in three 
different locations (as at 2009) i.e. Star Ferry Pier, Tai Po or Tuen Muen. The 
government has invested funds into establishing the Hong Kong Organic Agriculture and 
Ecological Research Association (HKORC) so that in can provide an independent 
organic certification service for farmers thereby encouraging more farmers to apply for 
certification. 
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In countries such as Australia, New Zealand, Denmark and Ireland, dominant institutions 
have become responsible for defining knowledge on the practices of organic farming and 
sustainability (Hatanaka et al., 2005) which is also the case in Hong Kong. To understand 
why CSA participants have grievances towards the HKSAR government, it is important 
to understand the historical development of organic farming in Hong Kong. Organic 
farming was initially introduced into Hong Kong in 1988 by a group of environmentally 
conscious individuals who established an experimental farm/NGO in the New Territories 
called Produce Green. Some members of this group also started the Hong Kong Farming 
Association (HOFA), now known as Sustainable Ecological and Ethical Development 
Foundation (SEED) and collectively they promoted organic farming in Hong Kong 
helping to lay the foundations for the organic agriculture movement.  
 
However, following the Asian Financial Crisis in 1998, the government made the 
decision to promote and support local organic agriculture in an effort to secure a 
sustainable future for Hong Kong and as a response to growing public concerns over food 
safety and environmental protection. According to the Agricultural, Fisheries and 
Conservation Department (AFCD), organic farming ‘can also open up a niche market that 
can bring in a premium for local farmers… and offer a wider and better choice of fresh 
vegetables to local residents’ (AFCD, 2012). From this statement, it can be interpreted 
that the government perceives organic agriculture from a modernist perspective in that it 
is views the capitalist market as the most effective mechanism for securing premium 
prices for farmers. To facilitate market expansion, the government embarked on a 
campaign promoting organic farming and in 2000, set up the organic conversion scheme 
(OCS) to assist conventional farmers in switching to organic farming. In addition, the 
Vegetable Marketing Organization (VMO) and Federation of Vegetable Marketing Co-
operative Societies Ltd (FVMCS) were established to provide farmers with marketing 
and technical services. To further a smooth transition, the Community Growers Group 
(CGC) and Organic Farming Support Services (OFSS) were set up to assist farmers in 
their application for organic certification by providing them with education in marketing 
skills. Organic farmers are encouraged to sell their produce through a variety of 
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distribution channels such as the VMO or through direct sales markets at farmers’ 
markets organized by private NGO’s KFBG and SEED. Organic farming in Hong Kong 
has grown over the years and as at June 2013, there are 464 registered organic farms 
operating throughout the territory. It is clear that the government’s perspective of organic 
agriculture is more to do with promoting a set of agricultural techniques and practices 
which treats the environment as a resource that needs to be carefully managed. It 
therefore contrasts with the views expressed by the study participants and forms the basis 
of a cultural conflict over how sustainable development in Hong Kong should look like.  
 
Summary and conclusion 
 
This chapter has examined Hong Kong’s development as a global city from an historical 
perspective, tracking its historical origins in the rise of Chinese-led capitalism in the 
nineteenth century. It has provided a historical account of Hong Kong transformation 
from an industrial-based to a knowledge based economy having emerged as a regional 
and international financial and commercial centre of global significance. Hong Kong’s 
shift from an industrial to post-industrial economy was accompanied by an occupational 
restructuring and the emergence of a new social stratum, the middle class. The literature 
indicates that this social group is characterized by hedonistic and materialistic values and 
an identity based on conspicuous consumption.           
 
The chapter has reviewed studies of social movements in Hong Kong and the different 
approaches taken in examining them. The middle class have been identified as a key 
player in driving and sustaining NSMs but they have a tendency to prefer consensual over 
antagonistic approaches to collective action. Moreover, the survey of literature has shown 
that there is a research gap when it comes to investigating the role of culture in the 
development of social movements in Hong Kong.   
 
The examples of rural protest described in this chapter indicate that the process of 
modernization in the New Territories has, by no means, been conflict free. According to 
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Chiu & Hung (1997), the content of these conflicts was ‘modern’ in the sense they were 
more concerned with material values rather than moral ones and the result of landowners 
having been co-opted by the government as political allies. These landowners had 
benefited from their relationship with the government and made substantial profits from 
the sale of land for development purposes. Moreover, the landowners became the new 
rural elite and played a significant role in rural affairs by dissipating any potential forms 
of resistance to government development projects. The government’s intervention into 
agriculture in post war Hong Kong can be seen as a colonial project of modernization and 
as a set of techniques to manage rural space and political identity in the New Territories. 
The VMO was the vehicle through which the government could shape the practices of 
refugee farmers and transform them into pro-government supporters. The purpose of this 
chapter is to provide a contextual backdrop for later discussion on understanding the 
emergence of the AFNs of Fair Trade and CSA in contemporary Hong Kong. I now turn 
to discussing the rationale for adopting a qualitative case study approach in conducting 
this research project. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: Research design and methodology 
 
Introduction 
 
This thesis utilizes a qualitative case study methodology to examine and analyze Fair 
Trade and CSA, two alternative food networks in Hong Kong. Case study research is a 
particular kind of research design that can be described as ‘a way of organizing data so as 
to preserve the unitary character of the social object being studied’ (Goode & Hatt, 
1952:331). It is the intensive study of a specific issue within ‘a bounded system (a case) 
or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-depth data collection 
involving multiple sources of information’ Cresswell (2007:73). The chapter is structured 
in five parts based on the different phases of the research process (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2003). These five phases are: 1) the theoretical paradigm; 2) Reflexivity; 3) research 
strategies; 4) methods of data generation and analysis; 5) demonstrating the quality of the 
research.  
 
The first part begins with a rationale for using a qualitative methodology with specific 
reference to the set of philosophical assumptions that has guided the research design 
process. These philosophical assumptions concern the nature of reality (ontology), how 
that reality can be known by the researcher (epistemology), the role of values (axiology) 
and the procedures of the research (methodology). The net of these assumptions are 
termed paradigms (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003) and are basically theories of knowledge 
about the social world that are essential for guiding research practice (Guba, 1990). 
Social constructionism is the paradigm used to guide this research and provides an 
interpretive framework for understanding the social world. As a researcher, I 
acknowledge the existence of multiple realities and therefore adopt an interprevist/ 
constructionist standpoint in this research. Hence, I examine my social location as a 
researcher, addressing issues of reflexivity, subjectivity, ethics, reciprocity as well as 
concerns over the problematization of the ‘other’ prevalent in cross cultural research.    
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In the section on research strategies, I explain the reasons for using a case study 
methodology, linking social constructionism to the case study enquiry showing how the 
research moves from the theoretical to the empirical. This is followed by the section on 
methods, where I describe three qualitative techniques of in-depth interviewing, 
participant observation and documentary analysis used to generate data. The section on 
data analysis describes the inductive approach beginning with how the ‘raw’ data were 
categorized and coded then subsequently built into patterns, themes and generalizations. 
The final part of the chapter deals with questions of the methodological rigour in the 
research with specific reference to criteria that judge its soundness, notably 
trustworthiness, credibility and confirmability.  
 
The theoretical paradigm - social constructionism 
 
Social constructionism is the theoretical paradigm I use to guide this study. The 
philosophical or ontological assumption underpinning constructionism is that knowledge 
about the world is not discovered but constructed by human beings in order to make 
sense of reality (Lincoln & Guba, 2003; Schwandt, 1994). The term constructionist refers 
to the processes whereby individuals independently construct knowledge in order to 
make sense of their experiences and of reality. According to Schwandt (2003), we are all 
constructionists because our minds are always active in constructing knowledge therefore 
it is more than a mere imprinting of information on the mind. Moreover, individuals are 
continually testing and re-constructing their knowledge in light of new information. An 
important point to make here is that as individuals, knowledge is constructed, not in 
social isolation, but against a backdrop of shared understandings, practices, language and 
so forth. The social constructionist epistemology hence takes into account that knowledge 
is constructed within different socio-cultural settings and is predicated on the assumption 
that accounts of the world should be understood as ‘social artefacts, products of 
historically situated interchanges among people’ (Gergen, 1985:297). In other words, the 
accounts of individuals should not be considered as internal reflections of the mind but as 
expressions of inter-subjective relationships between individuals. Mason (2002) 
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underscores this important aspect of the social constructionist approach and argues that 
knowledge is situational, contextual and interactional.  According to social 
constructionism, the world and everything in it are laden with subjective meaning. These 
meanings are varied, multiple and complex and are not inherent in an object waiting to be 
discovered, but are social constructions produced by human beings as they engage with 
and interpret the world. Put differently, there is no meaning in the world apart from that 
being generated by human beings through their interaction with the world (Crotty, 1998).  
 
Because there is no one way of perceiving reality, multiple realities exist so that when 
individuals seek to understand the world, they form multiple interpretations of their 
experiences and realities. Social constructionism therefore assumes both a relative 
ontology and epistemology (Creswell, 2007; Neuman, 2006; Schwandt, 1994) and denies 
representational accounts of meaning and knowledge typical of positivism (Schwandt, 
2003). A social constructionist epistemology is a theory of knowledge which 
philosophically argues that knowledge of social reality can be demonstrated through a 
qualitative enquiry. It posits that knowledge of the social world can be known only by 
what people say and do, hence it is interprevist because people and their interpretations, 
perceptions, meanings are considered a primary source of data. Consequently, the 
qualitative methods of in-depth interviewing and participant observation were the two 
principle methods used to generate meaningful and legitimate data from the study 
participants because they reflect my ontological position that the participants’ knowledge, 
practices, views, beliefs, understandings and interpretations are meaningful properties of 
their perceived social reality (ontology). By interviewing the participants, observing their 
practices, interacting and listening to them, I could generate data to facilitate my 
investigation as to why the social phenomena of Fair Trade and CSA have emerged in the 
unlikely setting of Hong Kong, the overarching research question driving this thesis.  
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Reflexivity 
 
The term reflexivity in social research refers to the ‘ability [of the researcher] to be able 
to self-consciously refer to him or herself in relation to the production of knowledge 
about research topics’ (Roulston, 2010:116). According to Bourdieu (1992), the 
researcher needs to engage in a ‘sociology of sociology’ so that s/he does not 
unconsciously impute the characteristics of the subject onto the object which is being 
observed. He insists that the researcher ought to conduct the research by continually 
reflecting back on her/his habitus and acquired set of dispositions so as to maintain a 
continual vigilance over the research in order to identify any biases or prejudices that can 
be imported into the research unwittingly. This requires a deeper of understanding of self 
and others the other the researcher to be sceptical of one’s own views as well as others so 
that s/he can be positioned to better understand the social reality of others (Bourdieu, 
1992; Finlay & Gough, 2003). 
 
Reflexivity is therefore more than reflection or introspection because it demands thinking 
about the ‘other’ (Hall, 1997) and examining the meanings that emerge during the 
interactions between the researcher and the researched (Finlay, 2002). It can provide 
more complex and intricate representations of data and multi-layered accounts that 
incorporate the researcher’s voice in contrast to ‘neutrally’ conducted research where the 
researchers are often invisible in the text. In short, reflexivity is essential in qualitative 
research, focussing firmly on the researcher who generates, selects and interprets data. It 
is through the process of interacting with participants to negotiate meanings within 
specific social contexts that research is co-constituted.        
 
My position as a social researcher 
 
Bourdieu’s (1992) ideas on reflexivity forms part of my theoretical approach to this 
research project. In any qualitative investigation, researchers are positioned by their age, 
gender, race, social class, institutional affiliation, intellectual predisposition and 
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historical-personal circumstance, shaping the ways in which they conduct their research 
inquiry and interpret data (Chiseri-Strater, 1996). Being situated multiculturally, the 
researcher will naturally approach the world from her/his own interpretive community 
having a particular set of beliefs and ideas about how to examine social phenomena. Seen 
from this perspective, the researcher’s distinct worldview will undoubtedly affect how 
‘the other’ (Hall, 1997) is studied and becomes especially pertinent in cross-cultural 
research where the focus is on examining different socio-cultural groups. Consequently, 
the cross cultural nature of this research necessitates an examination of my position as a 
social researcher, particularly in relation to the study of ‘the other’ which in this case is 
individuals from the Hong Kong middle class actively engaged in alternative food 
networks. First of all, it is important to understand the concept of ‘the other’ in the 
research process and how it has been viewed as a problematic category causing subject-
object dichotomies and hierarchies. 
 
The concept of ‘the other’ (Hall, 1997) is a system of representation that dichotomizes 
European cultures from the non-European. These differences were defined in terms of a 
cultural description known as ‘the West’ and ‘the Rest’ stimulating a desire to research 
‘the other’ as non-white, exotic and less civilized (Vidich & Lyman, 2003). ‘The West’ 
became a conceptual tool in social research to characterize other societies and cultures 
but, more importantly, it set forth a belief system (Eurocentrism) that helped to explain 
difference by contrasting ‘the West’ with ‘the Rest’ (Hall, 1997). Such an approach 
denies the influence of the social researcher in the research process who is rendered 
invisible in the results even though the data ‘collected’ depend on social interaction and 
professional authority. Hence, the construction and interpretation of knowledge is more 
likely to be interpreted from a position of power and privilege and what was once 
considered socially neutral research is now seen as obscuring unequal power 
relationships (Desai & Potter, 2006; Wright & Nelson, 2000).  
 
To overcome this methodological flaw, the use of reflexivity in social research serves to 
mediate the often unexamined power relationship between the researcher and the 
researched. In this regard, feminist scholarship has contributed much to highlighting the 
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problematic nature of representation in qualitative research by offering ways of mediating 
the power gradient and dichotomy between the researcher and the researched (Harding, 
1998). It has been influential in producing a version of reflexivity that involves the 
practice of conscious partiality (Harding, 1987; Mohanty, 1991). By engaging in a 
process of partial identification with the participant, a space for critical dialogue is 
created that allows for reflection between the researcher and the researched.  Partial 
identification creates a critical and dialectical distance between the researcher and 
participant to set up a dialectical dialogue. As a result, the researcher and participant have 
an increased awareness of the power differences and work together to correct any 
distortion of perceptions (Mies, 1983).   
 
Whilst this approach of mutual collaboration is often used in cross cultural development 
research, particularly among socially and economically vulnerable groups such as 
women, the power dynamics in this study are less acute. In the first instance, I am not 
investigating a vulnerable group where a distinct power gradient exists between the 
researcher and participant. I would describe myself as an Australian/British middle class 
woman of a mixed Asian heritage but culturally more ‘Western’ than Asian in terms of 
education, upbringing and outlook on life. I contend that my background and social 
location is advantageous in terms of understanding the middle class habitus (Bourdieu, 
1986) and finding common ground in which to relate to the participants. However, I 
acknowledge there is an asymmetry of power in that, as a researcher, I determine the 
research agenda and the final interpretation of the data. Although this research is about 
analysing the participants’ worldviews and perceptions of environmental and social 
issues, it is ultimately my voice that is telling the story and not theirs. This does not 
invalidate the results from this case study but, in keeping with qualitative research 
philosophy, demonstrates that this research is but one way of interpreting a given social 
phenomenon under investigation.      
 
As noted in the beginning of this section, the practice of reflexivity requires a critical 
self-reflection on the ways in which the researcher’s social location, assumptions, 
background and behaviour impact on the research process (Bourdieu, 1992; Finlay & 
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Gough, 2003). Its usefulness lies in knowing how to respond to particular problems in the 
research process such as claims about neutrality, objectivism and representation of the 
‘other’. As Finlay (2002) points out, researchers no longer question the usefulness of 
reflexivity but with reference to its practice: how much methodological account should 
researchers provide, how much personal detail should be disclosed or how to represent 
the multiplicity of voices. Moreover, reflexivity is closely tied to being ethical in the 
research process requiring researchers to acknowledge we cannot obtain objectivity or be 
value neutral but all we can do is be honest and transparent in the research process.     
 
With this in mind, I approach the study with the understanding that my habitus, 
dispositions and personal biography will inevitably permeate the entire research process 
including my interpretation and re-presentation of the data findings. In theorizing my role 
as a qualitative researcher, I aim to make explicit my subject position by examining how 
my different perspectives as the researcher (as the ‘insider’) and the participant 
(‘outsider’) shape my conception of self and the ‘other’. Throughout the research process, 
I was continually reflexive and at each phase of the research I interrogated myself on 
different aspects of the research process. I was conscious I brought my own feelings, 
values and opinions to the interview process and recognize that knowledge produced 
from the interview is a co-construction. One aspect of the research process which I was 
acutely aware of was my position as the ‘other’ being non-Chinese and of a British 
cultural heritage. I therefore introduced myself as Australian rather than British in the 
belief that the participants might be less reticent in expressing their feelings and opinions 
of life under British colonial rule. In one situation, I was faced with a moral dilemma 
which involved one participant who asked for confidentiality in terms of voicing her 
opinions about certain members of the Fair Trade community on the issue of certification. 
It would have been interesting data but unethical not to have respected the wishes of the 
participant hence the data was not included in the writing up phase.  
 
During the analysis phase, I reflected on the meanings of the data, a process known as 
discursive deconstruction (Finlay, 2002) and sought to be honest in articulating what the 
data actually meant to me. This process began during the transcription process when I 
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sought to be as accurate as possible in representing the participants’ viewpoints. 
Concerning the power of the researcher, I did want to position myself as an ‘expert’ but, 
in the words of Bruner (1986:150), more as ‘ a material body through whom the narrative 
structure unfolds’. Neither did I want to adopt the stance of the detached researcher 
viewing the participants as research objects to be studied. Hence, I actively sought to 
develop cordial relations with the participants conducting the interviews in places of their 
own choice such as their homes, coffee shops or workplace which was helpful in creating 
a more relaxed atmosphere.  
      
The research strategy - the case study approach    
 
Case study research has a long history in social science and across disciplines 
incorporating both quantitative and qualitative approaches. It is the intensive study of an 
issue or problem through one or more examples or ‘cases’ and a strategy of inquiry or 
methodology in social research (Creswell, 2003; Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Yin, 2003). 
Some researchers (Goode & Hatt, 1952) however, view case studies as ‘a way of 
organizing data so as to preserve the unitary character of the social object being studied’ 
(Goode & Hatt 1952:331). Both Stake (1995) and Goode and Hatt (1952) argue that the 
most important element of focus in a case study is the unitary nature of the social object, 
such as an individual, event or group of people, which is treated as a whole. This case 
study fulfils this criterion in that the ‘social object being studied’ are a sample of Fair 
Trade and CSA supporters who are actively engaged in the food networks of Fair Trade 
and CSA within the geographical boundary of Hong Kong. 
 
One of the aims of such an intensive examination is to generate theory by demonstrating 
linkages between the conceptual ideas emerging from the data, thus placing case study 
research within the inductive tradition (Bryman, 2008; Yin, 2003).  Mitchell (1983) refers 
to this as ‘logical’ inference and states: 
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…‘a logical inference is the process by which the analyst draws conclusions about 
the essential linkage between two or more characteristics in terms of some 
systematic explanatory schema – some set of theoretical propositions’ (Mitchell 
1983:199).        
 
However, there is a common misconception in case study research that the empirical 
results obtained can be used for generalization in a quantitative sense. This assumption is 
based on a positivist tradition where scientific data can be extrapolated to produce 
statistical generalizations for the whole population. Such thinking stems from a positivist 
perspective of sampling which, when applied to qualitative research, equates statistical 
sampling with the number of cases in a case study (Flyvbjerg, 2004). This approach to 
sampling is not appropriate in qualitative research but according to Yin (2003), it is still 
possible to make some theoretical generalizations. In other words, case studies can be 
used to develop general theories which Yin (2003) terms as an ‘analytic’ form of 
generalization. Similarly, uses the term ‘logical’ inference and both can be used as 
alternatives to statistical generalization where cases are considered as individual 
experiments rather than sampling units. Theoretical generalization is considered analytic 
in the sense that previous theories developed can be used as a template with which to 
compare the results of the case study. The aim is to build theory from the generation of 
data and in this sense, case studies have the potential to make valuable contributions 
towards theory development. In this research project, one of the aims is to build and 
develop social movement theory particularly within an Asian context. 
 
Another misconception common to case studies is they are often considered appropriate 
only for the exploratory stage of a research project and hence are not seen as a research 
strategy in its own right (Blaikie, 2000; Flyvbjerg, 2004; Yin, 2003). This is partly the 
result of hierarchical thinking in the research process and is incorrect. In defence of case 
studies, Yin (2003) points they are far from being only an exploratory research strategy 
and are useful for a variety of purposes: exploratory, descriptive and explanatory. 
However, the various uses of case studies depend on the research questions asked by the 
investigation and typically focuses on the familiar series of ‘who’, ‘what’, ‘where’, ‘why’ 
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and ‘how’. In this research project, all three purposes – exploratory, descriptive and 
explanatory – are employed as determined by the research questions. First, this case study 
is exploratory in the sense it is the first of its kind to examine the motivations, beliefs and 
attitudes of a group of Hong Kong middle class participants engaged in food activism. 
Secondly, the study provides descriptive data of the specific sites of protest the 
participants chose to mobilize in support of Fair Trade and CSA and includes farmers’ 
markets, local currency projects and Fair Trade events. Thirdly, it provides possible 
explanations for why Fair Trade and CSA have emerged in a society as capitalistic as 
Hong Kong with the potential to contribute to the body knowledge of NSM theories on 
the emergence of social movements in late modernity.   
 
This research is based upon a case-study analysis of two alternative food networks in 
Hong Kong: Fair Trade and CSA. The case study utilized a multiple-case design, see 
Figure 3, adapted from Yin (2003). The two cases selected for investigation were Fair 
Trade and CSA which form part of an alternative food network located within the 
geographical boundary of Hong Kong, a Special Administrative Region (SAR) of China.  
 
                   
Figure 3: Multiple-Case Design 
 
The two cases in this study represent a combination of what Yin (2003) terms unique, 
critical and revelatory case types. The unique or extreme case study, as the name 
suggests, represents a case that possesses a unique set of characteristics worthy of 
investigation for its intrinsic properties. In the critical case study, the case is selected on 
the basis of theory testing to determine if the theoretical propositions will hold under 
Hong Kong 
Case 1 Fair Trade  
 
 
 
Hong Kong 
Case 2 CSA  
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specific circumstances. The revelatory case ‘exists when an investigator has an 
opportunity to observe and analyze a phenomenon previously inaccessible to scientific 
investigation (Yin, 2003:42).  
 
Fair Trade and CSA were chosen as cases because they represent unique social 
phenomena that seem unlikely to occur in a highly capitalistic society such as Hong 
Kong. While there may be other, lesser examples of alternative food networks in Hong 
Kong, these were chosen for their growing social profile and increasing popularity among 
the middle class. The cases of Fair Trade and CSA are revelatory in terms of the potential 
to provide a deeper understanding of why these social phenomena are emerging in an 
Asian context as well as in providing descriptive information on social movement 
networks and dynamics. They represent critical cases by providing the social contexts in 
which to develop theory on why particular members of the Hong Kong middle class are 
choosing to engage in alternative food networks. Moreover, in choosing to investigate the 
Fair Trade and CSA food networks provides an opportunity for comparison which is one 
of the best methods for generating theory (Tesch, 1990; Strauss and Corbin 1999). Hence, 
the methods of comparing and contrasting data were used in the analysis phase of this 
research. The comparisons made were not random but conducted according to answering 
one of the research questions i.e. to establish whether the AFNs of Fair Trade and CSA 
can be regarded as NSMs by comparing them with characteristics of NSMs.     
 
Sources of data and data generation  
 
The case study approach draws on multiple sources of data but the primary source 
consisted of Hong Kong middle class participants who are active members in the Fair 
Trade and CSA alternative food networks. A second source of data were the events 
organized by the study participants and included the Hong Kong Fair Trade fortnight 
events and weekly farmers’ markets at Star Ferry and Tai Po. The third data source 
comprised of texts from official publications, internet websites and food packaging 
information of Fair Trade and CSA organizations such as Oxfam Hong Kong, Fairtaste 
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and KFBG. The final source of data consisted of material objects and these included Fair 
Trade food products and handicrafts.  
 
In total, four categories provided specific data sources and these were generated through 
qualitative methods meaning they were excavated as existing knowledge. Hence, 
generating data from the chosen data sources is consistent with my ontological 
perspective which posits that information of the social world is a social construction and 
I, as a social researcher, have an active role to play in the construction of that knowledge. 
As Mason (2002) emphasizes, as social researchers, we do not simply work out where the 
data sources exist but work out the best way to generate data that is consistent with the 
study’s ontological and epistemological perspective. This understanding implies that data 
generation is more than a technique and involves intellectual and analytical skills. 
Consequently, I use the term ‘data generation’ in preference to ‘data collection’ because 
the latter implies the researcher as a neutral, objective collector of knowledge waiting 
‘out there’ to be discovered. As a constructivist, I view the production of knowledge 
(data) as actively co-constructed via complex interactions between me, the researcher, 
participant and social world. The methods used in this case study also reflect my position 
as an interpretivist because I view the meanings, perceptions and understandings 
produced by the study participants as a primary source of data. In sum, the data sources 
which have been identified represent what I believe is the most appropriate means for 
generating meaningful data to answer the research questions.   
 
Sampling   
 
Qualitative research involves decisions about how to select data sources by using the 
strategy of sampling. Unlike quantitative research, the goal of sampling is not to make 
general statements about a whole population based on the logic of probability, but to 
select a sample that encapsulates the complexities, nuances and depth of the problem 
being investigated. The sample is selected for its empirical context that is most suited to 
how well it can address the research questions and its theoretical potential in generating 
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data that advances social theory. This requires establishing a relationship between the 
empirical and theoretical elements of the sample with the wider population, thus 
demonstrating a clear rationale in decision making (Mason, 2002). To identify suitable 
participants, I used a combination of two sampling strategies: snowball (chain) and 
purposive sampling. Having arrived in Hong Kong with little or no prior knowledge of 
how to access the Fair Trade and CSA social networks, the snowball sampling method 
was the obvious choice to begin identifying and locating potential participants.    
 
The snowball sampling procedure, as the name suggests, is analogous to a snowball 
growing in size and gathering momentum by rolling, implying its self-propelling nature. 
The sample obtained through snowballing can be described as ‘created through a series of 
referrals that are made within a circle of people who know each other’ (Biernacki & 
Waldorf 1981:151). The snowball sampling strategy is commonly used in qualitative 
research for identifying ‘hard to reach’ or ‘hidden’ members of the population due to 
their low numbers or issues of sensitivity (Browne, 2005). This made it particularly 
appropriate as a strategy for identifying and recruiting the members of Fair Trade and 
CSA in Hong Kong.  The advantage of snowballing was that I could access potential 
participants through social networks which I was not part of given that I am an ‘outsider’ 
from Australia and monolingual in English and not Cantonese. Being monolingual was in 
a sense a limitation as it excluded participants who were not conversant in English but I 
believe this did not prove to be problematic as I had access to almost all of the key social 
actors in the Fair Trade and CSA food networks. I was assured by the study participants 
that because the social networks of Fair Trade and CSA were very small, I would not 
have excluded any of the key players. 
 
As I was not part of either the Hong Kong Fair Trade or CSA social network, I was faced 
with the methodological problem of making a first initial contact. I began by making 
preliminary inquiries among sociology students within the School of Applied Social 
Science at the University of Hong Kong Polytechnic. My first contact was with a Hong 
Kong Chinese PhD student who was investigating the social housing movement in Hong 
Kong. Being an activist/social researcher, she was embedded in a personal network of 
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like-minded social activists who shared her views over the Hong Kong Government’s 
handling of housing issues. Through this student, I was able to contact a member of a 
CSA activist group who, in turn, asked other members of his organization if they were 
willing to participate in the study. My supervisor was another valuable initial contact with 
access to a diverse social network that spanned the academic and non-academic 
environment. By introducing me to a group of sociology students, I was able to identify, 
through their personal networks, a couple of CSA farmers who were conversant in 
English and were willing to be interviewed. Through the snowball and purposive 
sampling methods I located twenty four Hong Kong middle class men and women of 
different ages and occupations.  
 
In conjunction with the snowball method, the purposive sampling strategy was employed 
to identify individuals who were diverse in the viewpoints and displayed a wide range of 
characteristics. For example, several key informants were chosen because they belonged 
to organizational institutions and NGO’s such as Oxfam Hong Kong and the Kadoorie 
Foundation. It was anticipated that these participants would provide a more mainstream 
view of Fair Trade or CSA compared to those working as sole traders who were chosen 
for their potentially more radical viewpoints. To broaden the representation among the 
interview participants, I selected participants who traded not only in Fair Trade food 
products but who were fashion designers trading in higher-end fashion including 
accessories such as handbags. The decision to include these Fair Trade designers was 
primarily to understand why this group of middle class participants chose to switch from 
working in the mainstream market to a niche and less lucrative market of Fair Trade. 
Another reason why I chose to interview this group was because of the small number of 
individuals active in Fair Trade and CSA in Hong Kong, given that these social 
movements are in their relative infancy in comparison to non-Asian nations. The 
designers were non-Hong Kong Chinese but had permanent residence status, having lived 
in Hong Kong for many years, and considered themselves as ‘Hong Kongers’. Other key 
informants were located by conducting an online search and others were contacted by 
visiting farmers’ markets where I made direct contact with potential interviewees. 
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Characteristics of the study participants 
 
In this section, I provide a short summary of some of the main characteristics of the study 
participants (see Table 2). The twenty four study participants, of which sixteen were 
women, can be classified as members of the new middle class in terms of possessing 
specific social and cultural attributes such as being knowledgeable, well-connected and 
possessing the relevant ‘know how’. This gendered natured participation has been noted 
in the literature on the CSA and organic agriculture movements more broadly (Allen & 
Sachs, 1993; Delind & Ferguson, 1999; Trauger et al, 2010). Womens’ participation has 
been explained by a number of reasons which include environmental concerns; resistance 
to mainstream values on growth and development; provision of fresh vegetables; 
supporting the local farmer and building of community and safe spaces for children.  
 
Most participants were educated to university level and can be considered affluent in 
terms of their economic assets such as owning homes, small businesses and having 
sufficient funds to regularly travel overseas. Before joining Fair Trade and CSA, the 
majority had professional occupations such as IT consultant, journalist and charity 
worker. This finding is in accordance with literature showing that in the sustainable and 
organic farming movements, there is a greater number of first generation farmers coming 
from other occupations to pursue organic farming in preference to conventional 
agriculture (Weise, 2009; Furman et al 2014). This trend is growing worldwide and is 
mirrored in Hong Kong as this case study demonstrates. Thirteen of the participants could 
be classified as middle aged being over forty but below sixty years of age. The majority 
of those interviewed lived in the New Territories and none lived on the main island of 
Hong Kong. Ethnically, 95% of Hong Kong’s population are Han Chinese (Census and 
Statistics Department, 2012) and of the study participants, the majority were ethnic 
Chinese and four were expatriates from Malaysia, the Netherlands, Australia and the 
USA.  
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Table 2: Participants recruited through sampling 
Pseudo-
nym 
Occupation Ethnicity/ 
Nationality 
Education Age 
and 
gender 
Organization 
(actual names) 
Felicity Fair trade 
businesswoman 
HK 
Chinese/German 
Tertiary 60-69 
Female 
Fair and Healthy 
Andy Fair trade NGO worker HK Chinese Tertiary 40-49 
Male 
Hong Kong Fair 
Trade Power 
Alice NGO worker American (USA) Secondary 30-39 
Female 
St Stephen’s 
Sally Fair trade NGO worker HK Chinese/ 
Canadian 
Tertiary 20-29 
Female 
Oxfam Hong Kong 
Terry Organic farmer HK Chinese Tertiary 40-49 
Male 
Nam Chung 
Sustainable Hope 
Danny Activist/documentary 
film producer 
HK Chinese Tertiary 20-29 
Male 
Nam Chung 
Sustainable Hope 
Mandy 
& Julie 
Fair trade 
businesswomen 
HK Chinese Tertiary 40-49 
Female 
Rise Plus 
Cynthia Social worker HK Chinese Tertiary 40-49 
Female 
St James 
Settlement 
Bonnie Businesswoman/activist HK Chinese Tertiary 20-29 
Female 
Nam Chung 
Sustainable Hope 
Mary CSA worker HK Chinese Tertiary 60-69 
Female 
Life in Harmony 
Annie & 
Sylvia 
Organic farmers/script 
writer/TV producer 
HK Chinese Tertiary 40-49 
Female 
Independent 
Joseph Town planner HK Chinese Tertiary 40-49 
Male 
Independent 
Connie NGO worker HK Chinese Tertiary 30-39 
Femagj
le 
KFBG 
Peter & 
Kelly 
Activists/NGO workers HK Chinese Tertiary 20-29 
Male & 
HKSS 
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Female 
Norma Organic farmer HK Chinese/New 
Zealand 
Tertiary 60-69 
Female 
Independent 
Sam Organic farmer HK Chinese Tertiary 40-49 
Male 
Herboland 
Nathan Project manager Australian Tertiary 30-39 
Male 
Crossroads 
Kevin Organic farmer HK Chinese Tertiary 40-49 
Male 
Independent 
Pauline Fair trade 
businesswoman 
HK Chinese Tertiary 40-49 
Female 
Fairtaste 
Delia & 
Cathy 
Fashion designers Malaysian Chinese 
and Dutch 
Tertiary 30-39 
Female 
Dialog 
 
Thirteen of the twenty four participants interviewed were involved in CSA, a term 
loosely defined by the participants as anyone engaged in direct consumer-producer 
relationships. Six worked as farmers (three full-time and three part-time) and three 
others) farmed at the weekends (two female and one male), identifying themselves as 
‘weekend farmers’: a popular pastime among the affluent in Hong Kong. The 
disproportionate number of women study participants involved in the food networks of 
Fair Trade and CSA is consistent with studies demonstrating that women participate with 
greater frequency than men in sustainable food movements (Trauger, 2007; Martinez, 
2010; Trauger et al, 2010; Shi et al, 2011).  
 
Out of the eight CSA participants who did not farm for a living, one was a social worker 
(female), another a soap-maker (female), government town planner (male), housewife 
and four were NGO workers two of whom self-identified as ‘activists’ (two female and 
male) . Eight of the ten Fair Traders were involved in retailing and two were NGO 
workers (female) working for Oxfam Hong Kong. Three of the CSA group (two female, 
one male) dropped out of university and were under the age of thirty. Nine out of the 
twenty four had given up their former careers and three had taken up full time farming 
giving up their jobs in journalism and industrial design (all male). Another four combined 
  133 
farming with their regular part time jobs (all female). Three (male) had made the decision 
to move to the New Territories and one to Lamma Island, preferring the rural lifestyle. 
This move to the countryside by the middle class is indicative of what Halfacree (2006) 
refers to as the back-to-the-land movement and relates to a body of literature on radical 
politics critiquing middle class life in favour of alternative living arrangements 
(Halfacree, 2006; 2007).  
 
Methods 
The interviews 
 
Interviewing was the principal method used to generate rich, complex and rounded data 
allowing me to explore and access the experiences, accounts, feelings, motivations of the 
study participants chosen for this research project. It is consistent with my ontological 
position suggesting that what the participants’ believe, experience, understand and 
interpret are meaningful constructions of their social reality and what they say will 
answer the research questions. Moreover, the data generated through qualitative 
interviewing was consistent with my social constructionist epistemology that knowledge 
is a co-construction and occurs through my social interaction with the participants. This 
involved asking situational questions about the participants’ experiences, beliefs and 
opinions rather than abstract or general questions as in the case of a survey. Throughout 
the interview process, I listened to and engaged in dialogue with each participant in order 
to access their accounts of social reality. However, the knowledge generated through 
interviewing provided just one ‘snapshot’ of the participant’s perspective of social reality 
at a specific juncture and should not be considered as the a direct representation ‘waiting 
to be discovered’. It is important to note that taking into account the social context in 
knowledge construction generates a reflexive form of knowledge (Neuman, 2006).   
 
In preparation for the interviews, a pilot interview was conducted as an aid to refining the 
interview schedule. The pilot interview highlighted problems in the construction of some 
of the questions which were either too general or abstract and generated data that did not 
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address the research questions. It became clear that some participants did not understand 
what was being asked of them and this was largely because English was not their first 
language. One participant was particularly sensitive to his limited ability to effectively 
communicate in English and was always apologizing – it was obviously a frustrating 
experience. With this in mind, I revised the interview schedule and found that the second 
pilot interview proceeded more smoothly though I still had to ‘think on my feet’ re-
phrasing some of the questions and working to keep the participant focussed on the topic 
areas. Generally, the exercise of conducting a pilot interview proved useful as it forced 
me to think more carefully about the wording and sequencing of the questions and 
orchestrating the intellectual and social dynamics during the interview session. It proved 
an invaluable preliminary exercise by providing an opportunity to hone my interviewing 
skills, gain confidence in the field and improve time management. It made me appreciate 
that qualitative interviewing is neither a passive or straightforward activity, but requires a 
considerable amount of intellectual work to generate the required richness and depth of 
data for the research project.   
 
The main interviews were conducted in Hong Kong over a period of four months from 
March to June 2009. The majority of participants introduced themselves using their 
Western names in preference to their Chinese ones and for this reason I have used 
English names as pseudonyms. Most participants had a good command of the English 
language although some did struggle in expressing themselves which was 
understandable. Despite this difficulty of self-expression, I nonetheless made the decision 
to conduct all the interviews without resorting to the services of an interpreter or 
translator on the grounds it was expensive and I lacked the sufficient funds to employ a 
suitable interpreter. Working within the cross-cultural context of Hong Kong, I did not 
encounter any difficulties concerning the gendered or intergenerational interviewing 
norms that are common in cultures of the global South (Desai & Potter, 2006). My 
positionality by age, gender, religion and class did not pose either a cultural or social 
barrier and instead I found it worked to my advantage as I shared many social attributes 
with the participants including my level of education, social location, religion and 
political orientation .       
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All the face-to-face interviews were conducted at locations specified by the participant 
and were undertaken in a variety of settings, ranging from farm sites, coffee shops, 
restaurants and people’s homes. To access the participants who lived in the more rural 
parts of Hong Kong, such as the New Territories, I relied on public transportation using a 
combination of the local mini-bus, taxi and finally walking down country roads to the 
reach the site. The interviews were conducted informally and many took place in a 
relaxed atmosphere, over coffee or meals during the lunch break at local cafes or ‘yum 
cha’ restaurants. As suggested, when visiting private residences I brought cakes as a 
gesture of reciprocity as well as an aid to help ‘break the ice’ during the initial visit. 
Before beginning an interview, time was taken to engage in ‘small talk’ or general 
conversation to put the participant at ease and create a more relaxed ‘feel’. Interviews 
began with a short introduction about the research project and each participant was 
provided with an information sheet (Appendix A) and consent form (Appendix B) that 
was signed prior to interviewing. All the interviews were recorded with a digital recorder 
and varied in duration from one hour to two and a half hours but on average, they lasted 
approximately one hour.   
      
When interviews were conducted during lunch, as an act of reciprocity, I paid for the 
expenses considering it a small outlay for participants’ willingness to be interviewed and 
generosity of time. On several occasions, the participants refused my offer of payment for 
beverages or meals that I interpreted as a Chinese cultural norm, but I was nevertheless 
struck by their acts of generosity and hospitality. In some cases where follow up 
interviews were required, telephone interviews were conducted because the participant 
was not available to meet face- to-face as a result of his or her busy work schedule 
common to Hong Kong working life.    
 
A semi-structured schedule (see Appendix C) was used for the interviews because of its 
flexibility in allowing unanticipated issues to arise during the course of the interview. The 
semi-structured format of the questionnaire provided opportunities for participant to ‘tell 
their story’ and in this sense the interview was, to some extent, biographical. The 
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interviews began with biographical-type questions which helped create an informal 
atmosphere, thereby making the interview proceed  more like a ‘conversation with a 
purpose’ (Mason, 2002:38). As the interview proceeded, a more topic-centred approach 
was adopted that focussed on specific issues in Fair Trade and CSA such as certification 
and sustainability. Where possible, all questions were open-ended aimed at giving the 
participants as much freedom to convey their thoughts, perceptions and opinions. In some 
interviews, the participants raised particular concerns about Fair Trade or CSA that I had 
not anticipated, thus illustrating that knowledge was being co- constructed as a result of 
the dialogical interaction between myself, as the researcher, and the participant. As an 
interviewer, I encouraged the participant to recall events and experiences, to articulate 
and conceptualize as much as possible. My goal was not to excavate facts but to engage 
with the participant in the co-construction of knowledge. 
 
Documentary evidence 
 
Documentation provided the third source of evidence, supplementing the data generated 
from interviews and participant observation. The forms of documentation relevant to this 
study included minutes of a CSA meeting (only one meeting to date had taken place), 
newspaper and magazine articles on views expressed by some of the participant’s views 
on Fair Trade/CSA issues. Leaflets and websites produced by the different Fair Trade and 
CSA organizations provided valuable information on their history, views on trade 
practices and sustainability, their organizational objectives and information on their 
activities within the Hong Kong context. The documentary materials gathered provided 
an alternative perspective from which to analyze Fair Trade and CSA as NSMs and 
therefore helped to address one of the research questions.         
 
Participant observation: CSA Events and Activities 
 
The actions and behaviours of the Hong Kong middle class Fair Trade and CSA 
adherents engaged in collective action represent another dimension of social reality that 
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can be studied. One of the research aims is to analyze the ways in which the social 
phenomena of Fair Trade and CSA are performed or ‘acted out’ in natural settings such 
as Fair Trade events and farmers’ markets. The use of participant observation was 
considered relevant in generating meaningful knowledge that answers the research 
question on how the middle class adherents of Fair Trade and CSA express their social 
protest. This complemented the interview and documentary data to build explanations for 
the social phenomena under investigation. The settings chosen for observation were three 
farmers’ markets, and the Hong Kong Fair Trade event held in May 2009 (see Figure 4). 
One farmers’ market was located at the Star Ferry concourse on Hong Kong island, the 
other in Tai Po, a market town in the New Territories and the other in Wanchai, an urban 
district in Hong Kong which is run as part of a LETS scheme.  I visited these three 
farmers’ markets because they were either recommended to me by the participants, well 
known and popular with consumers or distinctive in its operation. The phenomenon of 
farmers’ markets in Hong Kong is in its infancy and to date, there are five farmers’ 
markets located in Central district at Star Ferry organized by KFBG, Tai Po and Tuen 
Muen run by the Federation of Vegetable Marketing Co-operatives (FVMC) which are 
government initiatives, Mei Foo organized by the YMCA and Fanling which is a single 
farm.   
 
 
Figure 4: Hong Kong Fair Trade event held in 2009 
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I attended the farmers’ market every Sunday for two consecutive months. There was no 
restriction to access as they were open to the general public. My role was mostly as an 
observer-participant according to Gold (1958) and Gans’ (1968) classification of 
researcher involvement ranging from complete participant to complete observer. I made 
efforts to interact with some of the farmers through buying organic vegetables and 
striking up conversation, asking questions on what was in season and what vegetables 
they would recommend. However, because of the language barrier, the amount of 
conversation and therefore interaction was limited. In this sense, I did not consider 
myself a neutral or distant observer and was continually aware of my role both as a 
researcher and potential customer. I did not always reveal my status as a researcher, 
particularly when I was viewed as a potential customer, as I did not consider it either 
necessary or appropriate to preface the interaction with my research intentions. The 
choice not to reveal my identity as a researcher was made for practical reasons and I did 
not consider my behaviour as covert or in violation of the ethical codes of conduct. 
Through my interaction with the farmers/traders at the markets, I was able to recruit three 
participants for the interviewing phase: a fair trader, CSA farmer and NGO worker. One 
in-depth interview was conducted with main organizer representing the NGO Kadoorie 
Farm at the Star Ferry farmers’ market.      
 
From my observations of farmers’ markets in Brisbane, Australia, the number of 
stallholders at the farmers’ market at Tai Po and Star Ferry was considerably smaller. The 
Jan Power’s and Saturday Fresh markets in Brisbane are among the most popular with 
stalls numbers ranging from 120-190. In contrast, Star Ferry had between 15 -20 stall and 
Tai Po around 30-35 stalls which is probably a reflection of its infancy and popularity 
among local people. The participating farmers were a heterogeneous group consisting of 
‘traditional’ farmers i.e. who had farmed all their lives and ‘new’ farmers i.e. from the 
middle class who had turned to organic farming in recent years. As I did not interview the 
traditional farmers, no comparison can be made between these two sets of farmers.  
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On my visit to the Star Ferry farmers’ market, it became obvious that its organizers, 
KFBG, used it as a platform to educate the public on environmental issues. This was 
evident from the layout of the farmers’ market whereby less than half of the total area 
was set aside for the farmers to sell their produce. The focus was more on promoting the 
benefits of producing and consuming local organic food through talks and food 
demonstrations which appeared, at times, to dominate the farmers’ market (see Figures 5 
and 6). The market on Sunday was busy with a lot of KFBG staff milling around trying to 
engage with consumers. However, there was a distinct sense of separation between the 
organic farmers and KFBG staff and, overall, the Star Ferry farmers’ market gave the 
impression of being more of an educational outreach than a farmers’ market.  
 
In contrast, Tai Po market’s main focus was on selling fresh produce (see Figure 7) and 
in this sense, was more of a commercial fresh food market than Star Ferry with its added 
focus on educational activities. This can be seen as a reflection of a capitalistic ideology 
underpinning the government-run (FVMC) Tai Po market where the emphasis is on 
expanding the local organics food market to meet the growing demand driven by a 
largely middle class consumer base concerned about food safety issues. For example, the 
limited range of fresh produce for sale at farmers’ markets when compared to 
supermarkets was not seen as a disadvantage at Star Ferry market because KFBG staff 
were continually educating consumers on the benefits of eating seasonally and linking 
this practice to environmental protection. At both the Star Ferry and Tai Po markets, the 
majority of the consumers who bought organic/Fair Trade food products were from the 
affluent middle class, according to the study participants. This is consistent with recent 
food studies in China highlighting that consumers, particularly the middle class, are more 
likely to purchase organic foods largely in response to the rise in food scares and the 
public’s loss of confidence in the Chinese food regulatory system (Sanders, 2006; Wang 
et al, 2008; Wu et al, 2011; ).  
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Figure 5: Star Ferry farmers' market stall 
 
 
Figure 6: Star Ferry farmers' market stall 
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Figure 7: Tai Po farmers' market 
 
The Wanchai market was completely different to the Star Ferry and Tai Po farmers’ 
markets and operated more as a CSA box scheme for local residents of the St. James 
Settlement, a low income area. As a district, Wanchai has a mix of income groups and 
whilst it is one of Hong Kong’s wealthiest areas, it remains home to many poor families, 
new immigrants from China and older people. Moreover, in recent years, Wanchai has 
been undergoing extensive urban renewal resulting in the demolition of many old 
buildings causing social breakdown in traditional neighbourhoods and reducing mutual 
support between neighbours. 
 
The Wanchai CSA scheme was started by one of the study participants Cynthia, a social 
worker for the St James Settlement. It forms part of the St James settlement Community 
Oriented Mutual Economic project (COME) which is a LETS scheme based on a time 
coupon system whereby goods and services are exchanged for time coupons. The aim 
was to encourage St James Settlement residents to use their time coupons to purchase 
organic produce from struggling middle class farmers in the New Territories. Cynthia 
developed this idea during the time Hong Kong was experiencing an economic downturn 
when she saw the negative impact it was having on the residents of St James Settlement. 
The idea was spawned by her involvement with an activist organisation the Hong Kong 
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Sustainable Agriculture Association (HKSAA) which led to her in facilitating the 
development of a new network connecting low income residents in Wanchai with middle 
class farmers in the New Territories. Terry was the only organic farmer in the study to be 
involved in this unique LETS/CSA scheme sharing a common concern of bringing ‘good’ 
food to people who could not afford it.  
 
This unique LETS/CSA scheme is an example illustrating a rural-urban alliance that 
bridges two social networks from different social class locations i.e. low income residents 
with middle class farmers. It is unlike the Star Ferry and Tai Po farmers markets’ and the 
majority of direct agricultural markets which have ended up serving the largely educated 
middle class consumers (Hinrichs, 2000; 2003; Hendrickson and Heffernan, 2002). When 
seen from this perspective, Star Ferry and Tai Po farmers’ markets are socially 
exclusionist in that lower income groups cannot participate in AFNs due to price barriers. 
The average price for a catty of organic vegetables is in the region of HK$15-20 which is 
three times the average price when compared with wet markets. Social exclusion has 
been documented in studies of farmers’ markets in the US and UK and  
 
Moreover, by providing low income residents an access to affordable, organic vegetables 
using time coupons helped recover a sense of community through new social relations 
developed with farmers which were based on trust and reciprocity. The St James 
residents were responsible for transporting the vegetables to Wanchai and packing them 
into boxes for distribution (see Figures 8 & 9) which was a great help for the middle class 
farmers because they could devote their full attention to farming activities. On the 
morning of my visit, the organic produce had just arrived from the New Territories by 
van and members of the Local Exchange Trading Scheme (LETS) were busily packing 
the boxes with organic vegetables for distribution. In this regard, the LETS scheme is 
consistent with AFN literature on the importance of trust and reciprocity in building 
equitable relations and fostering democratic processes (Dupuis & Goodman, 2005; 
Follett, 2009; Goodman & Dupuis, 2002).    
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Figure 8: Wanchai LETS/CSA scheme 
 
 
Figure 9: CSA volunteer preparing vegetable boxes 
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Analyzing qualitative data 
 
The large amounts of rich data generated through qualitative interviewing required 
strategies of data analyzes that can make sense of the unstructured textual material. This 
requires inductive reasoning based on the assumption that inferences can be made by 
examining the data for patterns and common themes to generate theory (Roulston, 2010). 
The grounded theory approach first described by Glaser and Strauss (1967) is an 
inductive or ‘bottom-up’ strategy of data analysis that can be defined as: 
 
 ‘..theory that was derived from data, systematically gathered and analyzed through 
the research process.  In this method, data collection, analysis and eventual theory 
stand in close relationship to one another’ (Strauss & Corbin 1998:12).    
 
A central process in the grounded theory approach is coding whereby data are broken 
down, categorized and re-assembled systematically by making connections between 
categories to form a theoretical framework that explains a social phenomenon. The 
version of grounded theory, according to Strauss and Corbin (1990), describes three types 
of coding: open, axial and selective coding. Open coding is ‘the process of breaking 
down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing and categorizing data (Strauss and Corbin 
1990:61). In this kind of coding, the interview transcript is examined line by line and 
codes are assigned to portions of text that have a theoretical content. In axial coding, the 
data are ‘put back together in new ways after open coding, by making connections 
between categories’ (Strauss and Corbin 1990:96). It is a process whereby the categories 
are first developed, refined and then linked together. Selective coding is where the ‘core 
category’ which ties all the categories together, is identified and related to the other 
categories. This three-step coding procedure is not accepted by all grounded theorists and 
Charmaz (2006) prefers a two-step approach that omits axial coding and renames 
selective coding as focussed coding. Charmaz (2006) argues from a constructivist 
perspective that it is important to recognize initial coding as a product of the researcher’s 
interpretation of the participant’s perspective and this may differ from the actual 
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perspective of the participant. Focussed coding is hence an analytic process involving the 
categorization of the initial codes into conceptual categories.             
 
In beginning analysis, I first transcribed all the data generated from the twenty four 
interviews and, once completed, I began the process of coding using the two-step coding 
procedure as specified by Charmaz (2006). The initial coding phase was a lengthy 
process involving close reading of the data line-by-line followed by the coding of 
segments of data by specific themes raised by the participants, such as their views on 
environmental protection and attitudes toward the HKSAR government. Once initial 
coding was complete, I began the task of focus-coding which was not as time consuming 
as initial coding. This form of coding allowed me to separate and re-synthesize large 
portions of data according to the intellectual decisions I made on how to categorize these 
data segments conceptually. It involved comparing data with codes, and codes with 
codes, sifting through the transcripts to form conceptual categories otherwise known as 
the ‘constant comparative’ method (Glaser, 1965). For example, portions of interview 
data expressing the participants’ antagonistic attitudes towards the HKSAR government 
were categorized conceptually as ‘strategic resistance to neoliberal globalization’, the 
focussed code. My involvement in the process of coding and categorizing of the 
interview data demonstrates I actively engage in the co-construction of knowledge and is 
a clear example of the social constructionist approach.                     
 
Demonstrating quality in the research 
 
Many of the criteria used to evaluate and assess the quality of research have been 
developed in the context of quantitative research (Mays & Pope, 1995). In keeping with 
the philosophy of the positivist tradition, the emphasis has been on ensuring the validity, 
reliability and replicability of the research results which implies the notion of 
measurement. Some qualitative researchers have been influenced by positivist 
discussions and take the view that the above terms can be modified for qualitative 
research but with different meanings (Gibbs, 2007; LeCompte & Goetz, 1982; Mason, 
  146 
2002). Essentially, these meanings are rooted in the realist perspective of a ‘single 
external reality knowable through language’ (Seale, 1999:41). In other words, the goal of 
research from this perspective is to produce one valid account and this could be repeated 
using the same methodology to produce the same results thereby confirming its truth 
status.   
 
Ontologically, constructivism opposes the notion of a single valid account and considers 
the exercises of reliability, validity or replicability as futile attempts to produce 
consensus. A more suitable approach for evaluating quality of qualitative research has 
been proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985) that is more in line with the constructionist 
philosophical standpoint of multiple constructed realities and one which I adopt. They 
suggest that two alternative criteria of trustworthiness and authenticity should be used to 
assess qualitative research. The term trustworthiness comprises of four criteria that has its 
equivalent in quantitative research: internal validity is substituted by credibility; external 
validity with transferability; reliability with dependability and objectivity with 
confirmability. Much of what Lincoln and Guba (1985) have outlined in their alternative 
approach to evaluating qualitative research is actually an exercise in reflexivity. As Watts 
(2007) points out, the subjectivity of personal experiences should be seen not as a 
liability but as an asset but the key is to ‘be open to recognizing how our own position 
both privileges and limits us” (Russell & Kelly, 2002:10). Reflexivity can be seen as a 
process of critical subjectivity, which according to Maxwell (1996), is when the 
researcher develops an awareness that does not suppress the primary experience or allow 
it to overwhelm the researcher. Instead, it should be used as part of the research inquiry  
Process and this can be advantageous. Moreover, adopting a reflexive stance where the 
researcher is cognizant of her/his own social position, assumptions, behaviour can be 
used to ‘make fine-grained discriminations among complex and subtle qualities (Eisner, 
1991:63). My concern for the environment and interest in organic farming/permaculture 
and becoming more self-sufficient gave me insights that other researchers may not have 
had. To ensure the quality of the research, I made every effort to show that the data 
supported my interpretations. I let the data ‘speak for themselves’ so that the reader is 
informed of what I had discovered during the interviewing process. Moreover, the use of 
  147 
documentary evidence gathered from some of the study participants’ Fair Trade and CSA 
publications and websites provided further verification of some aspects of their interview 
accounts.  
 
Ethics 
 
The concern over ethics in qualitative research is directly related to the moral integrity of 
the research project. Issues such as the potential harm to participants, informed consent, 
invasion of privacy and deception have to be considered and addressed throughout the 
research process (Bryman, 2008). Research that involves human subjects could 
potentially be harmful as well as leading to emotional stress or loss of self-esteem by the 
disclosure of sensitive information. To overcome this problem, the assurance of 
confidentiality by the researcher is essential to dispelling any fears of public exposure. 
One way to secure participant confidentiality was to store all the data recordings and 
transcripts on hard drives in a secure location, under lock and key. Another method was 
the use of pseudonyms or identifier codes to replace the actual names of the participants. 
Throughout this thesis, the names of the participants have been substituted with 
pseudonyms in accordance with standard ethical research protocol. 
 
Obtaining informed consent is considered central to ethical research practice and is 
defined as a ‘procedure for ensuring that research participants understand what is being 
done to them, the limits to their participation and awareness of any potential risks that 
may incur’ (Social Research Association, 2003:28). Bryman (2008) suggests that making 
the participant fully aware of the risks involved in the research can help also make the 
social investigator less culpable (Bryman, 2008: 369). This research was conducted 
according to the requirements set by The University of Queensland’s human ethics 
committee, one of which was to obtain ethical clearance for conducting research with 
human subjects. Ethical clearance was obtained in February 2009 just before 
commencement of the fieldwork in Hong Kong later that month. In accordance with the 
ethical guidelines, each participant was provided with an information sheet prior to the 
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interview which I explained verbally detailing the following: the research aims; voluntary 
and non-monetary nature of participation; research benefits; promise of confidentiality; 
and contact details of me, the researcher and thesis supervisors. The written consent form 
was in English and none of the participant’s had any difficulty in understanding what was 
required of them. After the explanation, I obtained their written consent to conduct and 
record their interviews. In addition, I made the point of assuring the participant that their 
confidentiality and privacy would be respected. Providing such detailed information 
avoids the ethical issue of deception which can occur when the researcher fails to 
adequately provide information on the research procedures. When photographs were 
taken of the participants’ involvement in Fair Trade or CSA activities, permission was 
asked and none of the participants expressed any objection to appearing in this thesis or 
in future presentations or publications.      
   
Conclusion    
 
In this chapter, I have described and justified the use of a case study approach which 
utilizes a variety of research methods in order to conduct this research. I have argued for 
a social constructionist approach as apposite to this study because it reflects my 
ontological position that multiple realities exist and knowledge is co-constructed through 
social interaction. The chosen methods of interviewing, participant observation and 
documentation reflect my epistemological position that these methods generate 
meaningful and legitimate data that count as evidence for understanding the motivations 
underpinning the study participants’ involvement in Fair Trade and CSA. 
 
I have described the steps taken to demonstrate the trustworthiness, rigour and credibility 
of the research, stressing in particular the important role of reflexivity as it affects my 
position as researcher in relation to the study participants. Methodological issues such as 
generalizability of the results and ethical issues of confidentiality have also been dealt 
with. In the following two chapters, I turn to discussing the empirical findings of this 
research.      
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CHAPTER SIX: Fair Trade and CSA as new social movements  
 
Introduction 
 
Chapter Six forms the first part of the analysis phase interrogating the extent to which the 
mobilizations around Fair Trade and CSA by the participants can be considered new 
social movements according to the central claims of NSM theories. This is achieved by 
analysing interview data on the participants’ values, attitudes and beliefs on issues of the 
environment and social justice, as well as data generated through participant observation 
and documentary sources. The aim of this chapter is to demonstrate that the food 
networks of Fair Trade and CSA share the same distinctive characteristics of NSMs 
(Inglehart, 1990; Larana, Johnston & Gusfield, 1994). In particular, the analysis focuses 
on the ways in which the participants’ values and beliefs are socially constructed into 
ideologies of resistance through the process of framing that oppose the dominant values 
of capitalist institutions (Snow et al., 1986; Snow & Benford, 1992). It is argued that in 
order to make these new ideas and values acceptable to Hong Kong consumers, who are 
generally considered materialistic, hedonistic and individualistic (Lui,2005), the 
movement participants are actively engaged in the social construction of moral 
economies of Fair Trade and CSA in Hong Kong that connect Hong Kong consumers 
with poor Southern producers. I contend that these ideologies constitute a call for an 
‘alternative development’ that can broadly be conceived as a rejection, or opposition to, 
neoliberal globalization. 
 
In addition, the issue of certification is examined as an example of one cultural arena in 
which CSA participants struggle to socially re-define food ‘quality’ and the standards and 
processes by which it is judged and determined. Moreover, it is argued that in seeking to 
place quality of life issues above material interests of economic gain, the study 
participants are attempting to defend and restore ways of Hong Kong life perceived to be 
under threat.  
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The opening section of the chapter begins with an analysis of interview data examining 
the values, attitudes and beliefs of Fair Trade and CSA participants and how these are 
interpreted through the discourses of environmentalism, organic agriculture and 
sustainable development. Next, certification issues are examined within the context of 
sustainable consumption and it is shown how a conflict of interests exists between study 
participants and institutions allied to the government concerning the ‘quality’ of organic 
food and its distribution. It is suggested that the participants’ viewpoints on certification 
illustrate how quality is constructed according to the domestic and regard conventions of 
Boltanski and Thevenot (1999) and Offer (1997) and that these are used to circumvent 
the uniform standards of conventionally produced food. The final section of the chapter 
turns to examining the participants’ viewpoints towards supermarkets showing that for 
many CSA participants, supermarkets are seen as dominant players seeking to enforce 
specific standards of food quality and control in Hong Kong’s organic food market. 
Moreover, it is shown that the participants’ engagement in Fair Trade is an example of a 
moral economy built through the material and semiotic processes of commoditization that 
produce Fair Trade commodities.                
 
Environmentalism, organic agriculture and sustainable development  
 
The literature review highlighted that a defining feature of NSMs is their emphasis on 
postmaterial values which are associated with the emergence of a ‘new politics’ focussing 
on issues of environmental preservation and social and economic justice (Dalton & 
Kuechler, 1990; Inglehart, 1990). In this study, CSA participants articulated a concern for 
the environment which was primarily expressed through their support of organic farming 
(see Figure 10), indicating a commitment to the philosophy of environmentalism. 
Typically, CSA participants held the strongest views towards the environment which is 
not surprising given that, as an alternative food network, one of the prime objectives is 
the preservation of the environment achieved through organic agriculture. One of the 
ways in which support for environmentalism manifested itself was through CSA farmers’ 
adherence to the principles and values of organic agriculture as stated by the International 
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Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements (IFOAM). IFOAM is an umbrella 
organization representing the organic farming movement and defines organic agriculture 
as: 
 
‘...a production system that sustains the health of soils, ecosystems and people. It 
relies on ecological processes, biodiversity and cycles adapted to local conditions, 
rather than the use of inputs with adverse effects. Organic agriculture combines 
tradition, innovation and science to benefit the shared environment and promote 
fair relationships and a good quality of life for all involved.’ (IFOAM, 2013). 
 
 
Figure 10: An example of an organic farm 
 
The organic farmers’ adherence to IFOAM principles can be considered a commitment to 
one of the central values of organic farming which is to maintain soil health and natural 
ecosystems using natural farming methods that avoid the use of chemical fertilizers and 
pesticides. This adherence to organic farming principles was expressed by one organic 
farmer:   
 
What we are doing is to keep the soil and land to be long lasting rather than 
destroy it with chemical fertilizers which is encouraging for us especially when 
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the environmental problems are getting worse these days, not only in Hong Kong 
(Annie, organic farmer). 
 
CSA organic farmers in the study believed it was important to work with, rather than 
against, nature and this theme was frequently expressed through the phrases such as 
‘building our relations with nature’ or ‘living in harmony with nature’ as this quote 
illustrates: 
 
It is important to know how to get close to nature, how you can live with nature 
together. The first thing is you need to protect it, take care of nature and animals 
then you can live healthily and in safety (from environmental problems)  (Sam, 
organic farmer). 
 
Typically, CSA participants expressed their views on the environment as a critique of 
human and economic development on nature: 
 
I read lot of newspapers, global warming, pollution, soil pollution and then extinction 
of a lot of natural resources - you can’t just go on just like this. This is a kind of 
fairness, because it’s not fair to our future generations. We can live like a king, and 
when we die, what about the other generations? If we use all the resources it’s not fair 
to our future generations so this is another kind of fairness (Joseph, CSA supporter). 
 
These quotes illustrate some of the common values and beliefs held by the CSA 
participants and can broadly be categorized as a support for reform environmentalism, a 
strand of environmentalism. Reform environmentalism is a pragmatic approach that takes 
into account the limits of natural ecosystems and attempts to address them within the 
parameters of the existing order (Hajer, 1996). It emphasizes the interdependence 
between the economy and environment and takes into account various stakeholder 
perspectives such as the corporate sector, consumers, government, institutions and 
community. Essentially, it is a moderate viewpoint and one which is widely held 
(Seyfang, 2007; Williams & Millington, 2004). However, not all the CSA participants 
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subscribed to reform environmentalism and two believed in a more radical version 
influenced by ecological holism (Devall, 1991; Devall & Sessions, 1985). They saw 
themselves as part of an organic whole in which there is a fusion of material and spiritual 
realities. For them, nature had intrinsic value and the biotic right not to be dominated by 
humankind. The theme of ecological holism was evident in quotes from these CSA 
farmers who described their relationship with nature in terms of stewardship, of caring 
for nature and living in harmony with it: 
 
It is important to know how to get close to nature, how you can live with nature 
together. The first thing is you need to do is protect it, take care of nature and animals 
then you can live healthily and safely. God created us and asked us to live in the 
world and did not ask us to live to get a good job and a good pay, so living in the 
world is about getting close to nature and being friendly to it, for me anyway (Sam, 
organic farmer). 
 
Even though organic farming was considered a practice that involved working in 
harmony with nature, one CSA farmer had an alternative viewpoint whereby even 
organic farming was seen as an intrusion:  
 
I think organic farming is about building our relations with nature. It is not just about 
techniques, it’s a kind of a whole concept that joins all things together. When you are 
doing farming, no matter if you do organic or conventional, you take space from the 
environment.  Not only are using the land but also the birds and animals and once you 
farm, you expel them.  If they come as caterpillars or flies you kill them. That is the 
problem. So the problem is that we take too much from nature and give back too little 
and we ruin the whole system (Terry, organic farmer). 
 
Terry’s viewpoint is consistent with a branch of environmental philosophy known as 
deep ecology (Devall & Sessions, 1985; Naess, 1986; Skolimowski, 1981) which asserts 
that nature has ‘biotic rights’ to remain undisturbed without human justification. As an 
organic CSA farmer, Terry had developed a personal philosophy which recognized that 
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even organic farming was, to a degree, an encroachment of nature. He had the most 
radical views on the environment and, in this sense, stood out from the rest of the 
farmers. Overall, however, the major theme from the interview data suggests that organic 
agriculture, as practised by CSA participants, was based on values of environmentalism 
and productionism which, according to Tovey (1997), is about producing food that is 
good to eat as well as ‘producing the countryside’.  
 
In contrast to CSA participants, Fair Traders did not express a strong a view on the 
environment which I suggest is a consequence of the Fair Trade movement’s ideology. 
As an alternative food network, Fair Trade’s goal is not protection of the environment but 
to empower marginalized Southern producers connecting them with Northern consumers 
in a moral economy of Fair Trade (Ransom, 2002; Raynolds, 2000). Consequently, while 
Fair Trade participants believed environmental protection was important, they did not 
actively promote it. This reasoning can be explained using Eyerman and Jamison’s 
(1991) notion of cognitive praxis discussed in Chapter Four. The fact that the Fair 
Traders did not question their position on environmental protection or seek to make 
organic farming a mandatory requirement for farmers is an example of the Fair Trade 
movement’s taken-for-granted cosmology on this point.     
 
However, three Fair Traders proved to be the exception and believed organic principles 
needed to be incorporated into the movement’s ideology. This was exemplified by one 
Fair Trader Pauline, who strongly believed that environmental protection had to be linked 
with social justice issues: 
 
I think that poverty and environmental protection are very important issues and 
they are like twins, you cannot solve one problem without solving the other 
because they are interconnected. If we do not do the two things together then we 
will help no one. That is why when I do Fair Trade, I hope to be able to develop a 
business that really concerns both problems (Pauline, Fair Trader).   
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As demonstrated in the quote, some Fair Traders believed that the movement needed take 
a more holistic approach to the environment. In response, they developed their own 
brands of organic Fair Trade food items that were produced under environmentally-
friendly conditions. These Fair Traders had taken a step to advance the movement in this 
direction, recognizing that within the context of Hong Kong, there was a growing niche 
market for organic Fair Trade products. This cross fertilization of ideas between organic 
and Fair Trade was possible only because the food networks of Fair Trade and CSA are 
very small in Hong Kong. Through social networking, many of the participants got to 
know each other on the basis of shared interests which was pointed out to me by several 
Fair Traders and CSA members. For example, one Fair Trader invited a CSA participant 
to act as a consultant for his NGO which facilitated the diffusion of new ideas, values and 
beliefs across movement boundaries whilst serving to build solidarity between them.     
 
Sustainable development and organic farming 
 
The topic of sustainable development was frequently brought up by CSA participants and 
was embedded in a discourse of organic agriculture. In contrast, none of the Fair Trade 
participants referred to sustainable development though they did support the idea of 
organic agriculture. What was clear from the interviews was that for five CSA 
participants, sustainable development was identified an issue on which to mount a protest 
against the HKSAR government regarding the current economic development of the New 
Territories. The roots of this protest can be traced to the ambiguity over the definition of 
sustainable development, which is widely accepted as ‘development that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs’ (Brundtland Report WCED, 1987:8). Depending how environmental and 
economic goals are reconciled, this definition is open to different interpretations and 
leads to ambiguity.  
 
It was evident that the CSA participants’ discourse of sustainable development was vastly 
different to the HKSAR government discourse which is rooted in ecological 
  156 
modernization. From this perspective, organic agriculture is seen as the technical means 
for solving environmental problems. Intrinsic to this worldview is the notion of progress 
which underpins the dominant worldview of sustainable development in advanced 
industrial economies (Hajer, 1996; Mol, 1999; Spaargaren & Mol, 1992). The HKSAR 
government’s official discourse on sustainable development can be traced back to 1999 in 
a policy address given by the prevailing Chief Executive of Hong Kong, Tung Chee Wah, 
who announced the government would work in partnership with communities and 
businesses to build:  
 
… Hong Kong into a world class city making Hong Kong a clean, comfortable 
and pleasant home (that) would require a fundamental change of mindset. In 
simple terms, sustainable development for Hong Kong means finding ways to 
increase prosperity and improve the quality of life while reducing overall 
pollution and waste; meeting the needs and aspirations without damage to future 
Hong Kong generations and reducing the environmental burden placed on Hong 
Kong’s neighbours and helping preserve common resources (Tung, 1999).  
 
The government’s view on sustainable development can be summed up in the following 
extract from the Policy Address: 
 
…. the concept of sustainable development requires a change of mindset to bring 
about full integration of the needs for economic and social development with that 
to conserve the environment. It also requires the government and all sectors of the 
community to work hand in hand in order to achieve a sustainable future for Hong 
Kong (Tung, 1999). 
 
It is clear from the extract of the Chief Executive’s Policy Address that economic growth 
is a priority for the continued prosperity of Hong Kong. While it is acknowledged that 
environmentally sound practices need to be adopted to deal with the externalities of 
economic development, it is nonetheless expressed within the dominant discourse of 
environmentalism. In other words, economic growth should continue for as long as 
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possible provided there is efficient use of natural resources, improved environmental 
management and a redistribution of the costs and benefits. This form of sustainable 
development is sometimes described as ‘weak sustainability’ and is essentially 
anthropocentric or human centred and guided by a belief the economic development is a 
valid measure of progress.  
 
In contrast, CSA participants believed sustainable development needed to focus on 
building local communities connecting farmers and consumers in a moral economy based 
on ethical and environmental values in the production and consumption of food. They 
drew on the moral ecology of organic farming to develop ideas about how a good society 
should operate and this included valuing social relationships and nature. Put differently, 
the CSA participants were opposed to the government’s conceptualisation of organic 
farming on the grounds that it followed a modernistic, economic development trajectory 
driven by the concept of the treadmill of production (Schnaiberg, 1980). In this vein, 
three CSA participants commented that organic farming was becoming like conventional 
farming and subject to economic pressures of meeting quotas and the cost-price squeeze 
at the farm gate (Moss, 1992). They believed the government had framed policies on 
sustainable development and organic agriculture according to a modernist development 
paradigm emphasizing increased rationalization and institutionalization. Moreover, these 
ideological differences resulted in a debate over the issue of organic and Fair Trade 
certification and is discussed in the following section. 
 
The interview data provided some clear examples of framing techniques used by CSA 
participants to portray the HKSAR government as an adversary, a common tactic of 
NSMs. In the context of sustainable development, CSA participants highlighted that the 
government’s implementation of its economic development policy had led to the decline 
of rural livelihoods and destruction of the natural habitat only to be replaced by high-rise 
housing estates which are often associated with increased social problems: 
 
I think the [Hong Kong] government is trying to consolidate this concept 
[economic development] that you have to build a new railway connection with 
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China, Canton, so that you can get more capital inflow into Hong Kong. …now 
the New Territories is being cut and separated by roads and because we have 
expanded so much, we have little natural environment left…..Under this 
[concept], you have the idea you think you can sacrifice all other places and 
peoples and the benefits of the peoples in the New Territories. ….Most of the 
farmers in Hong Kong are old people and they have lost their jobs and way of 
living. They can be part-time farmers if they are old enough but when they cannot 
live off their land, they fool around parks and shopping centres because they have 
nowhere to go (Terry, organic farmer). 
 
If we are talking about sustainable development, then the basic fundamental thing 
is agriculture. The Hong Kong government is killing Hong Kong agriculture and 
now there are no animals like pigs in Hong Kong because they [HKSAR 
government] want to build a financial banking system. Hong Kong has a lot of land 
but because of the mentality of the government, it is controlled by the developers, real 
estate developers and that is a fact. They should leave some space for 
agriculture…..The Hong Kong government policy does nothing to support it 
[green issues] at all. They are destroying the green Hong Kong lifestyle (Bonnie, 
CSA supporter and soap-maker). 
 
We have an economic system that is so consumption based and destroys the 
environment. We can develop a place and people, but actually it is so destructive, 
and damaging to the environment. I’m talking about economic development. The 
concept is that we develop every urban place or some new place. All this 
development, I just thought, why do we need this development? (Cynthia, CSA 
supporter and social worker)  
 
These quotes illustrate the radicalism of some CSA members who believed the 
government’s promotion of sustainable development was a disguise for expanding a 
neoliberal agenda and was just a piecemeal attempt to tackle environmental issues. This 
is consistent with the economic aims outlined the Chief Executive Policy Address 
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emphasizing that the priority for the government is to maintain the status of Hong Kong 
as a centre of finance and global city through continued economic growth and 
development.  
 
These quotes illustrate that opposition to economic development was a site of 
contestation between farmers and property developers over the different meanings 
attached to the use of land. The fact that CSA participants identified land as an object of 
social concern demonstrates the significance of land issues in Hong Kong. For decades, 
land has been used by successive governments to generate revenue which had the effect 
of creating an unofficial ‘high land price policy’. According to Poon (2011), the so called 
high land price policy is the source of many of Hong Kong’s social, economic and 
environmental problems and it is against this backdrop that the CSA participants voiced 
their opposition. Three CSA participants singled out property developers, the business 
elite and government as those responsible for the loss of agricultural land in the New 
Territories. As discussed in Chapter Four, the appropriation of land by the government 
for development purposes was a key factor fuelling Hong Kong’s industrialization. Land 
was increasingly seen as a commodity for the purpose of generating an income (Chiu, 
2007). These CSA participants expressed a contrasting view of land believing it should 
be viewed holistically and used for organic food production thereby returning the New 
Territories to its agricultural roots.  According to Tovey (1997), this would encourage 
consumers to eat food that is ‘good’ because of its health benefits and protection of the 
environment. Moreover, organic food is also good to think about and by framing it in this 
way, the CSA participants were actually involved in consciousness raising which is a 
central task of NSMs (Whittier, 1995) 
  
This section has provided examples of how CSA participants have framed the 
government’s policy on sustainable development and organic agriculture. The opinions 
expressed by CSA participants reflected their values and beliefs of sustainable 
development and organic agriculture which are tied to notions of community and 
environmental protection. The CSA participants were clearly postmaterialistic attaching 
greater significance to humanly satisfying work and where sustainable food production 
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and environmental protection take priority over the pursuit of economic development and 
consumerist lifestyles. The following section shifts the focus to examining how the study 
participants evaluate food quality providing further examples of the use of framing 
techniques. In particular, the topic of certification is discussed within the context of food 
quality where it is shown to be a major source of symbolic conflict between Fair Traders 
and CSA participants. 
 
Quality evaluation 
 
The issue of food quality was raised by both Fair Trade and CSA participants but they 
differed according to how they believed it should be evaluated. While trust was identified 
as an important factor for determining food quality by both Fair Trade and CSA 
participants, the latter placed a greater emphasis on the establishment of direct social 
relationships within local communities. The advantage of direct marketing activity is that 
it facilitates the determination of food quality without the need for certification and this 
was made clear by Connie, a departmental head for KFBG:    
 
Our farmers’ market position is that we do not request farmers to apply for 
certification because we see the whole point of running the farmers’ market is to 
bridge the communication between the producer and the consumer. When we run 
our farmers’ market, we emphasize getting to know the farmer.  We emphasize 
that if the farmer is to run the farmers’ market, you have to run it on your own. 
You cannot employ people to run it for you.  So the people who sell the things at 
our market, they are farmers. They are not just their clerk or what. That is the only 
way to make them really see the consumers need and answer their questions 
because most of the consumers may not have the chance to go to their farm. We 
always, when we do our consumer education, we also help the consumer to know 
how to get to know the farmers by asking more, talking more (Connie, CSA 
worker). 
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The farmers’ markets in Hong Kong was a space in which the CSA farmers could engage 
in the strategy of building trust with consumers to facilitate a sale and this finding is 
consistent with studies on UK farmers’ markets (Sage, 2003 and Kirwan, 2006). The 
strategy involves allowing consumers to question farmers on their personal integrity and 
this is illustrated in the following quote by Annie, an organic CSA farmer. She describes 
a context in which she encourages consumers to interrogate her on all aspects of her farm 
and concedes this is a valid means by which they can assess her level of trustworthiness:  
 
I’m not saying that any experienced farmers are doing that, [being dishonest] no. 
Most of them are very honest and we know that human beings by nature are not 
that trustful, so it depends. I talk to the customers and I say, ‘You pay a lot of 
money, much more than the other producers you buy from in the market, than to 
buy our produce. You should be careful and know yourself what you are buying 
and eating. You should know yourselves’. When you go to Tai Po market you can 
see a lot of stalls there. The customers, when they come they have to make their 
own choice. Some of them are very smart, they will talk with the farmers and they 
will know, and will try to know more about how you farm. They ask, ‘Where’s 
your farm, how do you farm?’ and everything. And I say I got a certificate, I got a 
farm, but in the end you have to trust me.  Everything is objective but honesty is 
quite subjective. It depends on whether you trust me or not. It depends on your 
conscience. A certificate is something you have to have and a conscience is 
something you have to have too. That’s my point (Annie, CSA farmer). 
 
It is clear that farmers’ markets are important contexts for engendering trust between 
producers and consumers and, generally, CSA participants considered it a more effective 
means of establishing product quality and authenticity than third party certification. CSA 
participants viewed trust as central to quality evaluation and this is in accordance with 
Conventions Theory (CT) discussed in the literature review (Salais & Storper, 1992; 
Thevenot, 2000; Wilkinson, 1997). The social relationships developed between producers 
and consumers at farmers’ markets helped to establish a domestic convention (Salais & 
Storper, 1992; Murdoch & Miele, 1999; Straete, 2004) whereby trust became a substitute 
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for replaced rationalized standards of quality (i.e. certification). It had the added 
advantage of economizing on the expensive transaction costs of monitoring, compliance 
and enforcement of rationalized standards of quality (Offer, 1997). In essence, trust 
became a convention of exchange which replaced certification and helped reduce 
customer anxiety and uncertainty in purchasing decisions.  
 
The farmers’ markets also operated according to the civic convention which is concerned 
with developing the collective welfare of society. For example, Star Ferry farmers’ 
market emphasis on educational outreach was a means to encourage consumers to make a 
link between Hong Kong society, the environment and economy and in this sense, could 
be seen as a consciousness raising activity. According to NSM theories, a crucial step 
towards mobilizing collective action is to align the individual’s cognitive framework with 
the movement’s ideological frame to create a collective consciousness (Cohen, 1985, 
Melucci, 1989). For the organizers of the Star Ferry market, KFBG, the central task of 
the farmer’s market was to develop an environmental/political consciousness through 
educating the public to make informed food choices, targeting the educated middle class 
who tended to frequent Central District. The important point to make here is that they 
were attempting to develop a collective consciousness challenging the productivist and 
standardized systems of food production and distribution and the common definitions of 
quality associated with these processes (Murdoch & Miele, 1999). These participants 
acted as movement activists through their attempts to alter the belief systems of the 
general public through frame bridging. By linking consumer concern for food quality and 
safety with the local production of organic vegetables, they were re-interpreting the 
meaning of food quality. They had socially constructed an alternative set of criteria 
whereby direct producer-consumer connections and trust mediated product authenticity 
and guaranteed quality.   
   
However, as Annie highlighted, certification is not a completely failsafe strategy for 
ensuring food quality as there will always be some producers who will engage in 
unscrupulous practices. This opinion was shared by all CSA participants. One Fair Trader 
who was opposed to certification made the comment: 
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I was bringing in organic rice, from another supplier in Thailand and I told them, 
you could fool me. Even the certificate you show me, you could still fool me. But 
I told them that the customer I am serving needs organic products and if I don’t 
supply the organic product, it will harm their life. I think that message was very 
important and it is true because most of my customers find that for health reasons 
they need our products. If I tell lies, or mislead them, they will react. They will 
say ‘Mandy, this is not genuine, why did you tell me this?’ (Mandy, Fair Trader). 
 
This quote supports Granovetter (1985:490) argument that malfeasance or cheating is less 
likely to occur when ‘transacting with individuals of known reputation’. However, as 
much as trust can be built through face-to-face contacts, the converse can be true in some 
situations. Building trust can also create opportunities to cheat as highlighted in the above 
quote and in the end, it comes down to one’s own intuition and subjective judgement.  
Moreover, the relationship between producers and consumers can create emotional bonds 
which can lead to a sense of obligation. According to Sage (2003:49) obligation causes a 
‘sense of entanglement’ which results from hybridization of moral and money economies. 
As illustrated in the above quote, Fair Traders sometimes engaged in this sort of 
relationship with their producer-partners as a means of ensuring they complied with Fair 
Trade certification standards and thereby prevent or reduce the incidence of malfeasance 
or cheating. 
 
Market considerations 
 
Apart from emphasizing the social, economic and environmental benefits of AFNs, the 
study participants believed that it was equally important to consider the two related 
concepts of marketness and instrumentalism (Block, 1990). In other words, price 
considerations and the motivation to obtain highest price were important factors for the 
participants. Four CSA farmers articulated that a main benefit of selling at farmers’ 
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market was the higher premiums obtained for their produce which was considerably more 
than if they distributed through the VMO:  
 
If we give to the wholesaler, the price will be only half and it will not be 
controlled by us but by the wholesaler. The VMO also collect the veggies but the 
price is very, very low. Just several dollars and we can’t maintain our living. We 
can sell directly to the customer because our farm is very small and has limited 
produce. But if we sell at the farmers’ market, we can sell at a higher price. For 
example one pound of this bitter melon, we sell for $30. One bitter melon we can 
sell for $20-25 so can cover our cost (Kevin, organic farmer). 
 
A challenge facing CSA farmers was balancing marketness and instrumentalism with 
their idealistic goals of improving the welfare of society and protecting the environment 
which is consistent with studies of farmers markets in the UK and USA (Hinrichs, 2000; 
Sage, 2003; Kirwan, 2006). In this sense, the study participant can be considered profit 
sufficers rather than profit maximizers (Ilbery & Kneafsey 1999) because they were 
motivated by range of non-economic considerations (Tovey, 1997) as exemplified in the 
following quote: 
 
I personally like CSA much more because in CSA you don’t only have the 
veggies or food - you have a relationship with the farmer. I think it is because of 
this kind of relationship knowing the farmer knows where the vegetables are 
grown, then you will go to them and visit them from time to time, just like 
friends. With this kind of relationship, you don’t need certification because we 
have a mutual trust among ourselves. Of course we have different kinds of 
friends, but friends do not harm you. That’s why I think it’s more human. I think 
in Hong Kong we have too many people. We cannot rely on local organic farms 
to produce all the food for Hong Kong people.  That’s why food comes from 
everywhere. Most of them come from China and if people expect a better quality 
of food, then certification is something we cannot ignore. In the context of Hong 
Kong, they are not mutually exclusive. We need to have the existence of both. We 
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try to do as much as possible in setting up of CSA’s but at the same time we need 
to accept that the demand of Hong Kong people is too much and we need to rely 
on certification to make sure that at least people can have another choice of better 
food (Joseph, CSA supporter). 
 
Unlike weekend farming or community gardening, the study farmers relied entirely on 
agriculture to generate a living wage which was also true for Fair Traders who owned 
small business food enterprises. In this sense, market considerations in AFNs should not 
be seen as morally negative and as exclusive to the faceless, dominant players of the agri-
food system.   
 
Third party certification 
 
Third party certification was identified as a major source of contention by CSA 
participants which resulted in an ideological struggle between CSA and Fair Trade 
participants. CSA participants were opposed to certification for several reasons. First, 
certification created a disadvantage for local farmers by forcing them to compete with 
Mainland farmers in the same agricultural market. According to CSA participants, this 
was problematic because local consumers could not differentiate between organic 
vegetables produced locally or imported from the Mainland: 
  
I remember one scene very clearly when one organic farmer in Hong Kong asked 
the head of the ORC, ‘If you do certification for [organic] produce from Hong 
Kong and China, will you a use separate logo’?  And the head of ORC [the 
Organic Research Council] said no. And then the farmer said ‘Why don’t you use 
different logos’?  Because if you use the same logo, for example, if they are going 
to do certification, let’s say, choi sum [a green vegetable], if you use the same 
logo, the consumer will not know which one is coming from where. The second is 
the price will be different. I think that you know that all the rent, the labour costs 
all those things are cheaper in mainland China. So both goods coming with the 
  166 
same logo from the same certification body, but with different prices look very 
much the same. So which will the consumer buy? Of course the consumer will 
buy cheaper one. So they said you are not helping us, you are pushing us to a 
difficult situation. The ORC was saying we are helping you and things like that 
but actually, many organic farmers did not like to take certification and this is one 
reason (Mary, CSA worker).   
 
The ORC, which is a government supported institution, is clearly resistant to the idea of 
having separate organic certification marks for Hong Kong and the Mainland. For CSA 
participants, this was seen as a strategy by the government to pressure farmers into 
joining the ‘system’ which according to one CSA organic farmer Terry, represents the 
capitalist food system in Hong Kong dominated by corporate actors such as 
supermarkets. Terry was one of the most radical members of the CSA food network and a 
co-founder of the Hong Kong Sustainable Agriculture Association (HKSAA), a SMO 
dedicated to promoting sustainable agriculture and protecting the wetlands in the New 
Territories. He was also a founder member of HOFA (Hong Kong Organic Farming 
Association), an organization established in 1999 by a group of activist farmers. 
However, over the years, the ethos of HOFA (later renamed SEED) had changed and 
what began as a ‘minority organization to oppose the government’ in the words of Terry, 
had been co-opted by the government to transform organic agriculture along the lines of 
capitalist development. He observed that the government was extending its social control 
into the organic farming sector through the strategy of certification and this was 
anathema for him. Not surprisingly, he was strongly opposed to certification as were 
several other CSA participants: 
 
That’s why I am so desperate about the so called organic movement. In the 
beginning when people were talking about organics, they were talking about 
people, nature and the food supply and thinking we should build a more friendly 
relation with nature and treat other people well. But when organic farming and 
food produce became a kind of commercial product, many people joined in the 
game. They built up a more beautiful concept of organic produce, like if you eat 
  167 
it, you will get healthy and you are helping the environment. The concept is right 
but how they grow it is wrong (Terry, organic farmer). 
 
For CSA participants, the introduction of mandatory certification was interpreted 
negatively having created an unlevel playing ground disadvantaging local farmers. As a 
reaction to this, some CSA farmers were angry over the introduction of mandatory 
certification at the government-run Tai Po farmers’ market: 
 
Kevin: In Tai Po market you must have a certificate but at the Star Ferry, 
because it’s Kadoorie Farm (KFBG) and not a government 
department, they don’t have to have organic certificate because 
everyone believes Kadoorie Farm is grown organically. They run 
this farmers’ market and everybody believes them. Before, we sold 
our veggies at Star Ferry and they (KFBG) would come to see how 
our farm operates, what fertilizer we use and what pesticides we use. 
After this they will mark us down and if this is correct, they will give 
us permission to sell at their farmers’ market. If you don’t have a 
certificate, they will say this farmer is a self-claim organic. Before, I 
didn’t have a certificate so I also was self-claim organic farmer. I 
didn’t want to apply for a certificate because many people use the 
certificate to cheat. They don’t sell organic veggies really so I didn’t 
want to apply for a certificate. I am quite angry, I don’t know how to 
say it, but the officer from the department of agriculture told me if 
you don’t apply for a certificate we won’t let you sell at Tai Po 
market because you need to have it.  
Interviewer: So it is not about the cost of certification? 
Kevin: I think organic farming is about conscious farming. If I don’t have 
that certificate I am still an organic farmer. I don’t need to prove it 
because my produce has a very good taste and it has a good 
presentation. And I am quite angry about it but in the end I might 
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have to apply because there is some pressure from the government 
(Kevin, organic farmer). 
 
CSA farmers were opposed to a top-down form of governance shifting power away from 
them to favour of Mainland farmers. In this regard, arguments over certification can be 
seen as a cultural arena in which the CSA participants can resist neoliberalization of the 
Hong Kong organic food production sector. This finding is consistent with food activism 
literature documenting AFNs as major sites of protest towards neoliberalization of the 
global food and agricultural system (Dupuis and Goodman, 2005; Guthman, 2008). 
 
Moreover, CSA participants highlighted that Hong Kong consumers often lack sufficient 
knowledge about certification and how it can adversely affect farmers. As discussed 
earlier, consumers are unable to support local farmers through their purchasing decisions 
if they do not have information on food origin. This point has been raised by Giovannucci 
and Ponte (2005) who argue that greater transparency and clarity of standards is needed 
to communicate effectively the characteristics of the product to consumers so that they 
can make informed food decisions.  
 
Another reason why CSA participants opposed certification was that it discriminated 
against small and part-time organic farmers who cannot afford the expensive certification 
fees:        
 
The little farmer has to pay the costs of certification which is a burden. The whole 
certification body needs to survive so they ask you to join. If they don’t have 
enough farmers to join their administration costs are very high and will go 
bankrupt. So they ask the government and other farmer organizations to help them 
to do this. If you want to be an organic farmer in Hong Kong you have to, you 
must join our system (Terry, organic farmer). 
  
This finding is consistent with AFN literature highlighting that certification schemes have 
a powerful horizontal dis-embedding effect (Goodman, 2004a; Gonzalez & Nigh, 2005; 
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Hatanaka et al., 2005; Mutersbaugh, 2005; Higgens et al., 2008). Within the context of 
Hong Kong, CSA participants identified a number of ways in which dis-embedding 
forces manifested in the agricultural sector. First, local farmers had a lot of extra work in 
preparing their farms to meet the IFOAM organic standards. There was also the monetary 
cost of obtaining certification which added to farmer’s financial burden, particularly after 
poor harvests. On this basis, three of the six CSA farmers chose not to obtain certification 
and sold their produce through the NGO-run farmers’ market at Star Ferry or Wanchai 
CSA scheme. 
 
In contrast to CSA participants, Fair Traders considered standards and certification 
schemes as the primary means for demonstrating food quality. However, one Fair Trader 
did not fully support third party certification and was highly critical of some of its 
claimed benefits:  
 
The Fair Trade labelling system is a method to help people to identify what are 
Fair Trade products. I mean, ideally, we don’t need any Fair Trade label but if you 
wanted to promote Fair Trade to the bigger community we need tools like this 
labelling system to identify. The Fair Trade labelling system does not equal Fair 
Trade but they can help people identify Fair Trade. For example, everybody is so 
busy, even in Australia, you don’t have time to speak to every single retailer and 
ask if this is Fair Trade, and can you prove this to me? The retailer does not have 
time to do that well. The FLO has developed a system that helps people to 
identify that this is a Fair Trade system. Of course, they do not represent all the 
Fair Trade products and I don’t think that there should be an argument to have a 
label or not. The labelling system can help with the promotion of the campaign. 
We can argue the labelling system is doing the best it can do. Say for example, 
has it really been taking care of the poorest farmers or smallest traders? How can 
you help the poorest farmers to be your members and how can you help the small 
traders to become your members? That’s one area that FLO should take care of 
(Felicity, Fair Trader).  
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Unlike CSA, Fair Trade is an example of an extended alternative agri-food network or 
AAFN (Renting et al, 2003) that is reliant on standards and information labelling to 
convey notions of quality to distant consumers. Quality, according to Fair Traders, 
consisted of more than just the physical characteristics of food i.e. nutritional content, 
taste etc. but included the ethical and social dimensions of food production. They saw 
food labelling as a way of condensing information on quality to encourage consumers to 
choose Fair Trade over other products available at local supermarkets. They recognized 
that Hong Kong consumers do not have the time to do the research on food items which 
are produced ethically so bearing a distinctive label or logo would facilitate the consumer 
to make the right choice. To this end, the FLO label was developed and is one of the most 
widely recognized symbols of the Fair Trade movement (Renard, 2005).  
 
Although there was a general consensus among Fair Traders that food labelling and 
standards were important for establishing the reputation, authenticity and quality of a 
product, Felicity was concerned over the dominance of the FLO label. She preferred 
using the World Fair Trade Organization label (WFTO), formerly known as IFAT 
(International Federation of Alternative Trade), which is an alternative Fair Trade 
certification system guaranteeing supply chain practices comply with Fair Trade 
standards. It was developed in 2011 by Fair Trade certification experts to provide 
affordable access by smallholders to the Fair Trade network (WFTO, 2014) and is one of 
two approaches certifying Fair Trade products. The FLO system is the dominant 
approach which relies on product certification to guarantee Fair Trade 
production/distribution of a specific product e.g. coffee. The other approach developed by 
WFTO, is the integrated-supply route which puts Fair Trade organizations at the centre of 
activities and ensures all the actors involved in the supply chain are committed to the 
values and practices of Fair Trade (WFTO, 2014) from internet). For Felicity, the quality 
of her food products did not depend entirely on certification but on the social mediation 
of quality by her personal integrity and conduct in the exchange process. Her quote also 
raised an issue highlighted in AFN literature questioning whether the drive to spatially 
extend market relations through certification may potentially weaken the capacity of 
AFNs to maintain (horizontal) embeddedness. As in the case of organic farming, the high 
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cost of certification effectively excludes small producers from access to the lucrative Fair 
Trade network (Goodman, 2004a; Mutersbaugh, et al 2005). In this regard, the dynamics 
of AFNs are not too dissimilar from the dis-embedding forces at work in neoliberal 
globalization.   
 
Opposition to supermarkets (neoliberalism) 
 
When quality is commodified and symbolized through certification it becomes 
susceptible to co-optation by corporate players. Two Fair Traders and all CSA members 
voiced their concern that retail players such as Marks and Spencer, MacDonald’s and 
Starbucks had entered Hong Kong’s Fair Trade market. They were opposed to what they 
perceived to be supermarket monopolization of the retail food market resulting in 
oligopsonistic buying at the retailer-producer end:    
  
Interviewer: What is it about the supermarkets that you oppose? 
 
Mary: Because we think that all those corporations, what I mean is that 
all those small producers or retailers can’t survive because 
everybody will go to the supermarket. The supermarket will 
monopolize the market and also because they have the money to 
do all the advertisements and so on, they will divert people to, or 
sidetrack the people to buy other things. We don’t sell to 
supermarkets. We don’t oppose the tofu factory to sell the tofu in 
supermarkets and sell their products there. It’s fine, it’s your 
business but for us, we will not contact the supermarket and not 
sell in the supermarket. We think that only the grassroots people 
know the difficulty of the farmer and they will help the farmer   
(Mary, CSA worker). 
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The opinion expressed by Mary that supermarket chains are more interested with 
increasing profit margins rather than the welfare of farmers was common to all CSA 
participants. The literature has documented that supermarkets are notorious for exerting 
downward economic pressure on farmers in order to extract maximum prices for organic 
produce Hughes (2005) and Wrigley et al (2005) and this was also the case in Hong 
Kong. Moreover, it was believed that supermarkets restricted consumer choice 
particularly on housing estates in Hong Kong: 
 
Because the market is very monopolized, no matter whether you are rich or poor, 
you have to purchase from Wellcome or Park’nshops and they don’t have much 
choice in the market. These kinds of corporations exploit the grassroots people, 
they are the low income groups and also the social welfare recipients, they still 
have to pay money to those big corporations (Peter, CSA worker). 
 
The Hong Kong government started building a lot of public housing and new 
private residential buildings and this kind of [new] community is killing the old 
community with its small shops at the ground level. After those little communities 
have been killed, they set up, like in Tin Shui Wai and Tseun Kwan O, many 
public housing estates but they have only big shopping malls and everybody goes 
there to buy their daily needs (Kelly, CSA worker). 
 
According to CSA participants, supermarket monopolization had a negative effect on 
family-run businesses on housing estates, many of which were forced to cease trading 
due to high rentals demanded by shopping malls. As noted by Kelly, consumers no longer 
have the choice of supporting independent grocery stores and instead are forced to shop 
at larger, Western style supermarkets. The disappearance of traditional ways of shopping 
for food at wet markets and neighbourhood stores and consumers were seen as lost 
opportunities to build relationships with storekeepers that used to occur before the 
emergence of supermarkets. This finding accords with food studies literature showing 
that emerging Asian markets, including Hong Kong, have undergone a transformation in 
the food retailing sector whereby traditional food markets have been increasingly 
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replaced by supermarkets. Known as supermarketization (Reardon, Berdegué & Timmer, 
2005; Reardon & Swinnen, 2004; Reardon, Timmer & Berdegué, 2004), this process is a 
relatively new phenomenon in Hong Kong (Ho, 2005; Ko, 1981) having coincided with 
territory’s rapid economic growth and urbanization. The supermarkets established in the 
1970’s primarily targeted the expatriate community. However, the number of 
supermarkets increased in response to the growth of women in the labour force 
demanding greater shopping convenience, food choice, quality and lower prices (Ho, 
2005; Ko, 1981; Reardon, Timmer, Barrett & Berdegué, 2003). 
 
Another reason why the participants opposed supermarkets was that food had to be 
standardized to comply with the regulations set by the global food industry governing 
product uniformity (Sassatelli & Scott, 2001; Schaeffer, 1993). According to Schaeffer 
(1993:73), the term standardization ‘refers to a system in which values are 
simultaneously raised vertically and extended horizontally’. It is often connected with the 
process of neoliberal globalization and in the food industry manifests as a drive for 
product uniformity to generate a high volume turnover. Standardized food is also equated 
with quality in the industrialized food production system (Murdoch et al., 2000) but this 
was rejected by CSA participants as one organic farmer commented: 
 
When the big capitalists do this kind of farming, they will standardize the produce 
and you have to produce eight inches for carrots for the supermarket. The 
supermarket chain store doesn’t accept ten inches because it’s too long and cannot 
be packed. They say, ‘don’t give me ten inches but give me eight inches’ and 
that’s the trouble.  So, ordinary farmers cannot join this game and are expelled 
(Terry, organic farmer). 
 
Generally, the CSA participants’ negative viewpoints on supermarkets can be broadly 
interpreted as a critique of corporate global capitalism. Supermarkets were perceived as 
agents representing powerful capitalistic interests that were responsible for destroying the 
diversity of Hong Kong’s food landscape. In contrast, all but two Fair Traders were in 
support of supermarket chains in the commercial mainstreaming of Fair Trade food 
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products in Hong Kong. This variance in views towards supermarkets by these Fair 
Traders shows that homogeneity of values within the Fair Trade movement cannot 
always be assumed. Particularly in the Fair Trade food network, there was a tension 
between Fair Traders who strived to remain true to the movement’s original vision whilst 
seeking to expand the market for products through the strategy of mainstreaming. This 
finding is consistent with Fair Trade literature documenting the challenges of working ‘in 
and against the market’ (Barrett-Brown, 1993:89). Moreover, the difference between the 
two AFNs highlights a contested space in which study participants struggle over 
oppositional discourses of purity and growth (Renard, 2003). In the next section the 
organizational forms of the Fair Trade and CSA are examined to see if they can be 
classified as NSMs.    
 
Organizational forms 
 
Another characteristic of NSMs is the preference for organizational forms that are 
decentralized, egalitarian and participatory. A key feature of both the Fair Trade and CSA 
networks was the heterogeneity in organizational forms ranging from professional and 
formal organizations such as KFBG and Oxfam Hong Kong to the grassroots level model 
of LETS connecting farmers in the New Territories with residents in Wanchai. The 
formal SMOs of KFBG and Oxfam Hong Kong performed a number of functions 
consistent with resource mobilization theory and included mobilizing resources of people 
and money, defining movement aims and framing social problems as a goal of collective 
action. The farmers’ market at Star Ferry organized by KFBG provided a good example 
of a SMO fulfilling these functions. Moreover, they were characterized by having a 
leadership employed full time to promote the values and aims of the movement to the 
general public and in the case of Oxfam, the business sector. In this vein, it was 
articulated by one Oxfam worker that her role was to promote Fair Trade specifically to 
the business and retail sectors working alongside them to include Fair Trade sections in 
all supermarkets across Hong Kong. These SMOs also played an important role in giving 
meaning and direction to the movements of Fair Trade and CSA in Hong Kong. The 
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professionalized activities of KFBG and Oxfam were focussed on mobilizing potential 
recruits into the Fair Trade and CSA food network through educational outreach 
programmes. The farmers’ market at Star Ferry and the Fair Trade fortnight are examples 
of these ‘mobilizing technologies’ (Oliver and Marwell, 1992:255). Moreover, KFBG 
and Oxfam can be classified as a rational organizations operating as collectivities 
oriented towards specific goals and having a formalized, hierarchical social structure 
(Scott, 2003). They were large organizations which needed a high level of bureaucracy to 
enable them to function efficiently as SMOs. 
  
In contrast to formal SMOs, informal groups within the food networks operated 
according to a natural, open system of organization described in the literature review 
(Scott, 2003). They did not directly challenge political power holders such as the WTO or 
global food corporates identified as adversaries by some SMOs, particularly Oxfam. 
They were more concerned with supporting symbolic, cultural and new lifestyle 
challenges (Kriesi, 1996) as a means of expressing social protest. The community 
gardens on middle class housing estates, Fair Trade and CSA discussion groups, 
alternative food and health shops i.e. Buddhist, natural food, green, recycled clothing 
shops were examples of what Kriesi (1996) terms organizatihon movement associations 
acting as service providers rather than challengers. They were largely inward-focussed 
meaning that while they did support the broad aims of Fair Trade and CSA, they 
concentrated on goals specific to the group i.e. permaculture group. Some service 
organizations such as green and health food shops had become increasingly market-
oriented and were run as commercial enterprises.               
 
All these movement organizations, particularly the informal groups, had porous 
boundaries allowing the participants to move freely between different organizations. This 
movement facilitated the building of multiple affiliations by the participants with 
different organizations. This fluid organizational structure was not only a reflection of 
Fair Trade and CSA movement ideologies but arose as a result of the diffuse and fluid 
social base of these networks. In other words, the participants were not integrated into a 
group-defined social network, as was the case with old social movements identified with 
  176 
a centralized, hierarchical structure seen in labour unions requiring membership. Rather, 
the organizations within Fair Trade and CSA were examples of ‘open’ social groups 
unlike the ‘closed’ groups typical of working class movements of the industrial era. The 
porous boundaries of the formal and informal groups allowed the participants to socially 
interact with other members of the food networks and exchange new ideas and ways of 
doing things. They found camaraderie with each other, often describing fellow members 
as friends on the basis of their shared interests, values and goals of building alternative 
food communities in Hong Kong. These continual social interactions facilitated by the 
process of networking worked to radicalize participants especially CSA participants, 
making them more militant towards capitalist and authoritarian institutions such as 
supermarkets, the food industry, WTO or HKSAR government. It was clear that the 
boundaries between the Fair Trade and CSA food networks were becoming more 
permeable and a sign of this was a convergence in ideology relating to reducing 
consumption found in one Fair Trader.      
 
Many of the participants were knowledgeable in food and environmental issues and had a 
desire to further their understanding of problems related to food production which, I 
suggest, is a reflection of their socio-economic background, self-reflexivity and previous 
occupations in the non-productive service sector. The participants’ quest for knowledge 
and understanding made the participants more sensitive to perceiving food risks and is 
consistent with the work of Beck (1992) and Giddens (1991) on the sensitivity of the 
middle class to environmental risks. Studies on environmental activism have shown that a 
high proportion of activists are drawn predominately from the new middle class whose 
interests and values diverge markedly from the other groups in contemporary society 
(Cotgrove & Duff, 1980; Bagguley, 1992; Norris, 2002). It is argued that the new middle 
class bring certain competencies to bear on their work as a result of their high levels of 
education (Cotgrove & Duff, 1980; Dalton, 1994). Similarly, this case study shows that 
the participants, who are well educated and from middle class backgrounds, draw on their 
cultural, social and economic competences in order to participate in the arena of food 
politics. They represent an intellectual middle class who have a confidence in their 
capacities to speak up and participate in Hong Kong’s political life. Moreover, the 
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literature on environmental activism has shown that there is an inclination by the 
intellectual middle class to participate in any form of conflict (Bagguley, 1992; Pakulski, 
1995) and this was also the case in this research project.    
 
Building a Fair Trade moral economy 
 
It was discussed in the literature review that NSM theories seek to bring meaning back 
into the analysis of social movements. Culture was identified as having an important role 
in social movements which, according to Rochon (1998), are agents of cultural and social 
change in society. Seen from this perspective, social movements are important for 
developing new ideas and values and according to Melucci (1989) for producing and 
reproducing cultural codes (Melucci, 1989). I have included an analysis on the 
construction of the Fair Trade moral economy in Hong Kong because it is a good 
example demonstrating that the Fair Trade food network functions as a NSM. It 
illustrates how Fair Traders used framing techniques to politicize consumption in a 
theatrical manner whereby ‘protagonists and antagonists compete to affect audiences’ 
interpretations of power relations in a variety of domains’ (Benford and Hunt, 1992:38). 
I have drawn on Goodman’s (2004) theoretical framework, discussed in the literature 
review, to demonstrate how the participants constructed the Fair Trade food network into 
a moral economy championing an alternative form of development from below.  
     
In the literature review, it was argued by Goodman (2004) that the moral economy of Fair 
Trade is constructed through two separate moments; these are: the material and semiotic 
processes of commoditization to produce Fair Trade commodities. To recap, material 
commoditization refers to the physical process of production and represents the material 
means by which a moral economy is constructed. In this study, material commoditization 
was enacted through the creation of Fair Trade products, of which several Fair Traders 
were involved in various stages from development through to distribution. Three Fair 
Traders were actively involved in product development using consumer feedback to 
develop new food products specifically catering to local tastes. For some, this prompted 
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an active seeking of new business partnerships with Southern producers mainly in Asia 
via the Internet or through contacts made at Fair Trade conferences. This in turn led to 
the formation of new trading partnerships and the potential to develop Fair Trade 
products that were unique. For example, one Fair Trader conducted market research 
activities to develop a food range that would meet with her client’s specific food 
preferences. Consequently, she sought out new producers in the Philippines with whom 
to forge a Fair Trade partnership. This example illustrates that product development was 
not just an end in itself, but through material commoditization, the Fair Trade network 
could be expanded through the enrolment of new producers which is in keeping with its 
mainstreaming strategy.  
 
The product development activities of the social enterprise Fairtaste is another example 
demonstrating the ways in which the material commoditization of Fair Trade leads to the 
expansion of the Fair Trade network. In developing trading partnerships with Mainland 
Chinese farmers to produce a range of teas (see Figure 11), Fairtaste had created new 
trading pathways linking different nodes within the Fair Trade network. The linkages 
forged between Fair Traders and producers not only extended the Fair Trade network into 
new regions but facilitated the creation of a moral economy of Fair Trade materially 
through the physical production of Fair Trade products.  
 
 
 
Figure 11: Examples of Fairtaste teas 
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In AFN literature, food networks such as Fair Trade have often been described as hybrid 
networks. According to Whatmore and Thorne (1997) a hybrid network combines both 
people (actors) and ‘things’ (actants) in intricate ways in the performance of social 
practices, being situated in different nodes or locations. The important point here is that 
Fair Trade products have an important role to play as active agents or actants in a hybrid 
network thereby contradicting its assumed passivity. In analyzing the Fair Trade 
movement through the concept of hybridity, it can be seen that Fair Trade products play a 
vital role in lengthening the social bonds between Fair Traders, producers and consumers 
and linking Hong Kong to distant and new regions. It is through the process of material 
commoditization that Fair Trade products can ‘circulate in our hands and define our 
social bonds by their very circulation (Latour, 1993:89). Moreover, Fair Trade products 
are intrinsically encoded with moral values of fairness and the specific social, economic 
and environmental relations that encompass the production process. In their circulation as 
exchangeable, globalized product, they allow the moral economy of Fair Trade to take on 
a material dimension.  
 
Through the process of material commoditization, the Fair Trade food network can be 
seen as a ‘nourishing network’ (Whatmore & Thorne, 1997) opening up spaces of alterity 
and resistance (Amin & Thrift, 1995) to oppose the process of neoliberal globalization of 
the agri-food system. The new trading relationships forged between Fair Traders and 
producers effectively disrupt the concentration of power by food corporates by breaking 
the unilinearity encoded in binary relationships linking the ‘core’, the source of power, 
with the ‘periphery’.  
 
Apart from focussing on network lengthening, one Fair Trader, Pauline, was particularly 
interested in developing a domestic market for Fair Trade goods which requires the 
converse of network shortening. Pauline had contact with members of the CSA 
movement in Hong Kong and, through a cross fertilization of ideas, collaboration 
between the two movements occurred resulting in a community development project 
incorporating elements from both Fair Trade and CSA ideologies. Influenced by the 
concept of food localization, Pauline collaborated with Cynthia, a CSA participant 
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involved in the Wanchai LETS scheme to create a unique food product, a cashew brittle. 
This food product was the first to be locally produced on a commercial scale in Hong 
Kong represented a milestone for Fair Trade participants. To keep the network confined 
to the Hong Kong context, only local women workers from the LETS scheme were 
employed and product circulation was limited to domestic market for the current time 
being. The creation of a domestic Fair Trade network in Hong Kong shows that network 
shortening can exist alongside network lengthening as this example illustrates, and this 
has not been fully explored within AFN literature.  
   
Semiotic commoditization of Fair Trade 
 
In having discussed the material commoditization of Fair Trade by analysing the role of 
its products in the construction of a moral economy, I now turn to discussing the process 
of semiotic commoditization by examining the discursive narratives found on the 
packaging of Fair Trade foods. As Goodman (2004) highlights, the moral economy of 
Fair Trade is also written on its products circulating through the Fair Trade commodity 
network. A number of Fair Traders were involved in the semiotic commoditization of 
Fair Trade products working on developing morally and politically laden narratives both 
on food product packaging and organizational websites, which included producer 
testimonials and stories about how Fair Trade has helped producers and their 
communities. Information on food packaging was the most common strategy used by Fair 
Traders to educate consumers on the benefits of organic Fair Trade as the following 
example of Fairtaste teas provides:   
 
Fairtaste Organic Green Teas come from the beautiful Dazhangshan region in 
Jiangxi, China which lies at an altitude of 800m. The tea is certified organic by 
BCS according to EU regulations and contains no additives. The teas are packed 
locally, which creates more employment opportunities for the local community. 
The Fair Trade income has been helping to build school and providing scholarship 
to children (Fairtaste, 2012).           
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Visual imagery such as photographs of producers was sometimes added to the packaging 
by several Fair Trade organizations and together with the discursive narratives were 
intended to moralize purchasing behaviour by appealing to the consumer’s conscience:  
 
Rodrigo: 
Enjoy our organic Hispaniola cocoa! It tastes great and thanks to Fair Trade, I 
earn a decent wage. I’m Rodrigo and I am one of more than ten thousand farmers 
who belong to the local co-operative Conacado. It is a major player in the 
Dominican Republic cocoa sector.  
 
Fair Trade is very important to us. Conacado sells about half of its products to 
Fair Trade buyers. We get a substantial premium. We invest this in social projects 
like renovating houses, buying all kinds of basic supplies and high quality 
training. The co-operative has also built storage facilities for the cocoa (Oxfam 
Hong Kong, 2013). 
 
Chandra's Story:  
Chandra was initially a weaver at the SELYN workshop in the village of 
Wanduragala for four years and was earning a salary of around US $ 105 a month. 
Due to some personal circumstances, she is not able to work outside home again. 
SELYN then offered to build a workshop in her home premises, with only four 
women to start with and now expand to over twenty eight women and a few 
trainees. Women in her village could now work near home and earn a living by 
themselves. Chandra is proud to be the source of happiness, which the income 
from her workshop has brought to many families (HKFTP, 2013). 
 
These examples of discursive narratives on Fair Trade products illustrate how important 
discursive fields are for socially constructing Fair Trade’s political and ecological 
imaginary (Goodman, 2004). The narratives work to uncover commodity fetishism by 
making visible the exploitative social and economic relations at the heart of commodity 
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production in the capitalist food system (Castree, 2001; Goodman & DuPuis, 2002). As 
discussed earlier, Fair Trade is an example of an extended AFN that is dependent on 
certification of its products to convey the aims and goals of the Fair Trade movement. 
Unlike CSA participants, Fair Traders were reliant on the detailed knowledges or 
discursive narratives on Fair Trade products to act as ‘translation devices’ pulling 
consumers into the network through their acts of purchasing (Goodman & Goodman, 
2001; Goodman, 2004). While both food networks serve as examples of moral economies 
constructed through material means, it was primarily through the construction of 
politicized and moralized discursive and visual narratives saturating Fair Trade products 
that was the main process involved in the enactment of the Fair Trade moral economy. 
Knowledge provisioning through food packaging was critical for facilitating consumers’ 
understanding of the inequities of global trade and this constituted a major difference 
between the two food networks. By focussing on both the material and semiotic 
commoditization of Fair Trade, the Fair Traders were able to create a ‘sense of solidarity 
in difference’ (Goodman, 2004:891) in the moral economy bridging affluent Hong Kong 
consumers with poor Asian producers. Essentially, Fair Traders were attempting to 
recover a sense of morality that had been lost in the global food trading system through 
this re-connection.  
 
Discussion and conclusion 
 
This chapter has examined the mobilizations around issues of Fair Trade and CSA among 
a segment of the middle class in Hong Kong. It has explored the values, beliefs and 
attitudes of this group towards the environment, organic agriculture, sustainable 
development and global trading relations through the analysis of interview and 
documentary data. The findings from this case study has provided evidence that the 
alternative food networks of Fair Trade and CSA can be considered NSMs based on the 
central claims of NSM theories. First, the participants’ values and beliefs on the 
environment, sustainable development and global trading issues were largely 
postmaterialistic being oriented towards the affirmation and expression of personal needs. 
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This emphasis on postmaterialism is, I suggest, an outcome of the experiences and 
lifestyles of the participants having been born during the time when Hong Kong was 
growing in affluence. This group of study participants were unlike the previous 
generation who had experienced a World War and fled Communist China seeking refuge 
in Hong Kong. They enjoyed a relative sense of security having their basic needs met and 
in accordance with Inglehart’s postmaterial thesis, had their material values replaced by 
postmaterial values as evidenced by their interests in organic farming and alternative 
trade.  
 
Second, in addition to postmaterial values, the participants also exhibited a range of 
views on issues of the environment, sustainable development and certification and this is 
consistent with NSM theories positing NSMs are largely characterized by a plurality of 
values (Johnston et al, 1994). These diverse viewpoints stem from ideological differences 
underpinning each food networks and how individual participants perceive a social 
problem. For example, CSA participants’ embracement of a particular view of nature led 
to a holistic approach to farming. In contrast, Fair Traders’ were less interested in 
environmental protection which can be attributed to the movement ideology which is 
oriented more towards promoting socially just trade. Another ideological difference 
between the two food networks can be found in the opposing views towards certification.  
Generally, Fair Traders believed it was necessary whereas CSA participants did not. This 
disparity stems from the different ways in which participants socially constructed 
certification as a problem or not. 
 
Third, the study participants engaged in cultural and symbolic forms of resistance in 
preference to the more conventional political channels to express social protest (Johnston 
et al, 1994). This was evident by the participants’ choice to express protest through their 
involvement at farmers’ markets, LETS, Fair Trade events, organic farming and 
permaculture.  
 
Fourth, consistent with NSM theory (Snow et al, 1986; Snow and Benford, 1988), the 
study participants devoted much attention to the ideological framing of problems they 
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had identified as objects of collective action. As NSM theory suggests, social movements 
frame, or assign meaning to and interpret social phenomena with the view to mobilize 
potential adherents and demobilize adversaries. Through the food networks of Fair Trade 
and CSA, the participants were continually identifying actors associated with the social 
problems and developing solutions to address the social, economic and geographical 
disembedding effects of neoliberal globalization on the agri-food system. From the 
interview data, specific adversaries were identified including the HKSAR, WTO, 
property developers and food corporates, especially supermarkets. In this sense, the Fair 
Trade and CSA food networks functioned as NSMs in that the participants were always 
involved in producing meaning through the constant production and reproduction of 
cultural codes (Melucci, 1989; Benford and Hunt, 1992).   
 
Fifth, NSMs are characterized by dense social networks that allow individuals and 
organizations to maintain autonomy in their pursuit of a common goal. This characteristic 
was evident in the Fair Trade and CSA networks which were organized as two distinct 
networks but with fluid boundaries allowing for free movement by the actors. Moreover, 
within the networks, there was a preference for organizational forms that are loose, non-
hierarchical, decentralized and democratic (Gusfield, 1994; Melucci, 1989). While the 
SMOs Oxfam Hong Kong and KFBG were the major and most powerful actors within 
the food networks, they cannot claim to represent the Fair Trade or CSA movements and 
in this respect, differs from other forms of collective action.  
 
In terms of structuralist NSM theories (Touraine, 1977; Habermas, 1987) the food 
networks of Fair Trade and CSA can be considered NSMs because they have emerged in 
response to the structural changes in society brought about by neoliberal globalization. I 
contend that the participants actively sought to build moral economies of Fair Trade and 
CSA as a means of resisting the apparent homogenization and harms produced by 
neoliberalization of the global and local food and agricultural sector. The social 
construction of the food networks into moral economies demonstrated the participants’ 
intent of ‘recovering a sense of morality within the food and agriculture sector’. For 
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example, CSA participants ideologically framed farmers’ markets as sites for ethical 
consumerism by attributing meanings and social significance to locally grown produce 
 
In the case of Fair Trade, a moral economy was enacted through the material and 
semiotic commoditization of Fair Trade that connected reflexive Hong Kong consumers 
with Asian producers. Through re-working commodity fetishism, Fair Trade establishes a 
‘relational ethic’ between producers and consumers making Hong Kong consumers more 
aware of the plight of Southern producers. The prime motivation behind this was to 
expand the ‘spatial dynamics of concern’ so that more producers could be enrolled into 
the network (Goodman, 2004:891). Moreover, Fair Traders actively sought to transform 
Hong Kong consumers to be more ethically responsible and caring by emphasizing that 
their individual acts of consumption can make a difference to struggling producers. I 
suggest that they wanted to challenge the stereotype of Hong Kong consumers often 
portrayed as hedonistic, materialistic and individualistic and unconcerned with social and 
ethical issues. 
 
Fair Trade and CSA can both be seen as NSMs promoting ideologies of resistance to 
oppose neoliberal globalization. I contend that they represent a call in Hong Kong for an 
alternative, grassroots development to resist neoliberal mentalities of rule in the agri-food 
sector. Together, they form part of a larger transnational moral economies of Fair Trade 
and organic agriculture that actively promotes a ‘globalization from below’. As NSMs, 
they seek to control society’s symbols relating to food production and consumption and 
therefore, understandings of itself (Touraine, 1977). However, I question whether they 
can be seen as a force for social transformation in Hong Kong given that their differences 
in ideology inhibit movement solidarity. It is my belief that the participants opposing 
views towards certification is actually a conflict over consumption.  
 
As a movement for social transformation, Fair Trade seeks to raise the ‘niceness of 
capitalist development’ (Goodman, 2004:892) by developing fairer trading relations with 
Southern producers. For it to be successful, Fair Trade needs to expand the market so that 
it can better serve the needs of struggling farmers. In this study, all the Fair Traders 
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believed it was a priority for the movement in Hong Kong to expand the market for Fair 
Trade products and certification was seen as a mechanism to facilitate this process. Put 
differently, Fair Trade is intent on increasing consumption whereas CSA is promoting a 
decrease. In this sense, Fair Trade does not challenge the ideology of capitalist 
consumption and herein lies the dilemma for the movement and is the major difference 
between Fair Trade and CSA. On this basis, I question whether Fair Trade can be 
authentically counter-hegemonic to neoliberal globalization. 
 
In contrast, CSA participant’s emphasis on re-socializing and re-spatializing of food 
represents a more potent challenge to neoliberal globalization. However, like Fair Trade, 
the localization of food it is not unproblematic and can lead to a politics of unreflexive 
localism (Guthman, 2004; Dupuis & Goodman, 2005). I suggest that along with Dupuis 
and Goodman (2005), food activism by the CSA participants at Hong Kong farmers’ 
markets represented an unreflexive politics. It was clear from the interview data that the 
participants were specifically targeting consumers from their ascribed middle class social 
class on the basis that in sharing the same habitus, would predispose consumers to being 
more sympathetic to their cause. Moreover, they were more likely to have sufficient 
economic resources to buy organic vegetables. It is my contention that the food politics 
of the CSA participants was effectively a ‘politics of conversion’ (Childs, 2003 cited in 
Dupuis and Goodman, 2005:361) because they actively sought to convert their middle 
class peers into ethically-conscious consumers.  
 
While this may be criticized for being unreflexive and a militant form of particularism, it 
is my contention that this was a major strategy used by the participants to build a social 
movement with a largely middle class social base. This conclusion is based on interview 
data in which the participants clearly stated that they were targeting the middle class 
believing they were most likely to have an impact in transforming the values of Hong 
Kong society. Even though Fair Traders and CSA participants were both equally intent 
on transforming the values and beliefs of Hong Kong consumers to be more ethically-
minded, CSA participants were more interested in restoring local Hong Kong traditions 
and practices related to food production and consumption and re-building a sense of 
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community. In sum, the food networks of Fair Trade and CSA share many characteristics 
of NSMs. They highlight the importance of the symbolic and the cultural of collective 
action and have shown to be composed of and orchestrated by the largely well-educated, 
Hong Kong middle class. In this sense, they can be considered middle class social 
movements calling for a ‘globalization from below’ (Falk, 1997) to redress social, 
economic and ecological injustices by promoting alternative ways of managing social and 
economic life. However, whether they can successfully mount an effective challenge to 
neoliberal globalization of the agri-food sector in Hong Kong and globally remains to be 
seen. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: Fair Traders and CSA participants as social 
transformers 
 
Introduction 
 
The previous chapter examined the characteristics of Fair Trade and CSA to determine if 
these food networks can be categorized as NSMs. This chapter focuses specifically on the 
ways in which the participants’ engaged in activities that politicized everyday life as a 
means of constructing new social identities based on alternative values. It is argued that 
the practices of organic farming, permaculture, LETS and the three R’s of recycling, 
reusing and reducing consumption represent strategies through which study participants 
seek to alter their ascribed social class position. The work of social theorists Bourdieu 
(1990a) and Snow and Anderson (1987) is useful for analyzing the study participants’ 
practices to argue that they represent strategies for social transformation as opposed to 
social reproduction.  
 
The argument is forwarded that the participants are attempting to re-define themselves as 
a new fraction of the middle class whose lifestyles are based on alternative modes of 
production and consumption. Consequently, this thesis contends that they are 
categorically different from the traditional middle class whose identity is characterized by 
competitive individualism, political apathy, pursuit of wealth and conspicuous 
consumption (Lee, 2001; Mathews & Lui, 2001; Wong & Lui, 2000). Moreover, the 
chapter contends this subaltern middle class fraction is attempting to exercise the right to 
construct and legitimize alternate social realities relating to food production and 
consumption.  On this basis, a class analysis of these contemporary movements is argued 
whereby class is understood as a societal relation and class struggle is seen as a means by 
which the participants can forge their ‘new’ identities.  
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Self-reflexivity, identity and politicization of everyday life  
 
According to NSM theories, the politicization of everyday life cannot be disentangled 
from identity claims (Melucci, 1996; Offe, 1985). Giddens (1991) argues that ‘life 
politics flow from the processes of self-actualization in the post-traditional context’ 
manifesting in NSMs as a politics of resistance (Giddens, 1991:214). Through the 
politicization of everyday life, social actors construct individual and collective identities 
in reference to specific traits such as class, gender, shared values and beliefs, lifestyles or 
worldviews (Cohen, 1985; Melucci, 1989; Hunt and Benford, 2004). The relationship 
between the individual and collective dimensions of identity construction is complex and 
one which involves a dynamic interaction between individual and collective actors 
seeking to attribute meaning to their life experiences, social traits and the systems of 
social relations in which they are embedded. Identity, therefore is not an object but can be 
seen as an organizing principle through which actors can define themselves by erecting 
boundaries separating them from their adversaries. The construction of a collective 
identity is both positive and negative – on the one hand it involves defining the ‘other’ 
who is excluded but it is also positive in that it requires participation by actors sharing 
similar values, beliefs and interests (Touraine, 1981; Melucci, 1996).       
 
This section demonstrates that the lifestyles adopted by the participants emerge from the 
reflexive project of the self in late modernity that is tied to identity. According to Bennett 
(2003), lifestyle politics occur when ‘individuals increasingly organize social and 
political meaning around their lifestyle values and the personal narratives that express 
them (Bennett, 2003:3). In the previous chapter it was shown that the study participants’ 
views, beliefs and attitudes were examples of cultural and symbolic resistance that can 
broadly be described as opposing neoliberal globalization. The organic farmers in this 
study provide one clear example of how the personal becomes political, demonstrating 
that fostering a particular lifestyle can lead to an identity politics whereby everyday life 
becomes an arena for social and cultural contestation. Of the twenty four study 
participants, twelve CSA participants were actively involved in the practice of organic 
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farming either as a career or hobby. None of the Fair Traders engaged with organic 
farming.   
 
Two male organic CSA farmers had made the decision to leave city jobs and the urban 
lifestyle for the countryside and, in some respects, this decision to live closer to nature 
and lead a simpler life can be considered a back-to- the-land form of experimentation. 
These two farmers were more radical than others in the CSA group in the sense that they 
sought to achieve a rural consubstantial life as discussed in the literature review. In other 
words, by living in close proximity to their farms without having to commute from 
urbanised areas of Hong Kong, their everyday lives and the land on which they worked 
mutually constituted one another to create a consubstantial way of life. This shows that 
there are diverse ways to express radicality within the CSA food network and that living 
consubstantially was just one of these.  
 
In AFN literature, researchers such as Halfacree (2006; 2007) and Woods (2005) have 
argued that rural migration by segments of the population can be considered a 
countercultural movement seeking to promote a radical vision of re-producing the rural 
landscape. In the global North, the modern back-to-the-land movement has been 
associated with a radical rural politics which has tended to centre on alternative values 
and lifestyles, communal living and green radicalism. According to Halfacree, back-to-
the-land experimentation is not only concerned with ‘dropping out’ of society, but also 
with the promotion of a low impact type of living that is in harmony with nature. In this 
vein, the participants’ migration from urban areas of Hong Kong to the countryside can 
be seen as a form of radical, counter-urbanization movement where the adoption of rural 
livelihoods was a means for achieving a consubstantial life in which everyday life and the 
land mutually constitute one another (Halfacree, 2006; 2007). Practising a low impact 
type of living was a means by which organic farmers could practically express ‘green’ 
values of sustainability and environmental protection thereby demonstrating their 
commitment to CSA ideology. From the interview data it was clear that rural migration 
was one way to escape from an urbanized lifestyle associated with noise, pollution and 
work stress. In another sense, this ‘back-to-the-land’ experimentation can be seen as 
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support of a utopian vision of Hong Kong elevating rural life over city life. Hence, six 
CSA participants made the decision to relocate to the New Territories. For these CSA 
participants, organic farming was not only vastly different from their previous office jobs, 
but it brought about a deep sense of satisfaction from working on the land: 
 
The more I work in the garden, the more happy I am. From everything, from 
customers, customer satisfaction, the smiles of people. We can grow our own 
vegetables so we can support our own lives, we like to work under the sun, we 
like sweating. I think it would be more difficult for me, for us to go back to the 
office to work (Sam, organic farmer).   
 
Despite the hard physical work involved in organic farming, the participants did not 
complain or wish to return to their former jobs and, in a way, had romanticized farming 
and the countryside. They had interpreted life in the New Territories as less corrupted by 
modernity, capitalism and consumerism and had culturally inscribed organic farming as a 
dimension of a ‘rural idyll’ (Woods, 2005). It can also be interpreted as an antithesis to 
modernity which urban Hong Kong life represents. The countryside was conceptualized 
as an alternative space for practising post-productivist agriculture, self-sufficiency and 
alternative forms of leisure. Urban to rural migration can be seen as an attempt by this 
fraction of the Hong Kong middle class to re-present the countryside as a space for 
experimenting with alternative lifestyles rooted in a contradictory romantic, 
communitarian and green ideology. I suggest that through the practice of organic 
farming, the CSA farmers were attempting to re-create a society in which life is 
uncomplicated, innocent and rooted in a moral social order promoting environmental 
stewardship and valuing social relationships. Practising organic farming and distributing 
food via farmers’ markets became an embodiment of these alternative values through 
which CSA farmers could promote social and environmental issues.  
 
Generally, the participants’ quotes reveal a deep sense of satisfaction and purpose gained 
from their work regardless of whether it was organic farming, working for an NGO or 
selling Fair Trade products. This change in work attitude and desire to live in the 
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countryside can be interpreted as a general malaise associated with work under capitalism 
whereby work has been reduced to a means for accumulating ‘things’ in order to achieve 
social and economic status and success. According to Bauman (1998), salaried work in 
Western capitalist societies is no longer a generator of identity and has led to a crisis in 
the contemporary state of work which he defines as ’…the main orientation point, in 
reference to which all other life pursuits could be planned and ordered’ (Bauman, 
1998:27). He argues that the shift from production to consumption has marginalized 
work-based meaning such that identity now derives from what individuals consume. In 
order to understand this more fully in the context of Hong Kong, it is necessary to 
provide a brief historical account outlining Hong Kong’s development as one of the most 
capitalistic societies in the world.  
 
Hong Kong’s economic success can be traced back to the development of Chinese 
capitalism in the nineteenth century and was discussed in Chapter Five. Chinese 
capitalism has its basis in Confucianism which promotes diligence, hard work and respect 
and, to some extent, parallels the values of the protestant work ethic of Western 
capitalism theorized by Weber. Confucian principles form the basis of Chinese capitalism 
and have become the driving force of Hong Kong’s economic success. Consequently, 
employers expect employees to work long hours without complaint, to respect their 
employers and conform to rules for maintaining stability and order in the workplace. This 
post-Fordist emphasis on productivity reduces the scope for self-creativity and according 
to Gorz (1999), can no longer provide the basis on which an individual can develop 
her/his life project. Conventional work can lead to a lack of creativity and sense of 
purposelessness which were themes identified from the interview data by a four CSA 
participants:    
 
When I was studying in Polytechnic I found it was very enjoyable because I was a 
student and I did not need to face the boss or care about production costs or profit. 
But once you get a job in the market you have to consider all these things, 
especially working in the Hong Kong market. Hong Kong entrepreneurs will 
consider more about their profit than creativity so this is quite difficult for 
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designers working in Hong Kong. They can’t be more creative and cannot use 
their creativity in their work. They need to follow the boss’s strategy or their 
ideas. The boss has something in mind and you have to produce what the boss is 
thinking of. This is the status of working as a designer in Hong Kong, it’s quite 
narrow, the scope of creativity is really quite narrow (Sam, organic farmer). 
 
I don’t like an office job, you have to get up very early in the morning, take public 
transport – it’s terrible. You feel very tired when you go home and what do you 
do at home, you just turn on the TV. I’m talking about me, I eat ice cream, enjoy 
stupid Hollywood films which you spend watching the whole night then you go to 
sleep and then you do that again. It’s kind of killing process, I think (Terry, 
organic farmer). 
 
I suggest that the two quotes are an expression of a deep-seated dissatisfaction with the 
Hong Kong way of life described in the Chapter Four as characteristically materialistic, 
hedonistic and status oriented. These feelings were not limited to CSA participants and 
generally, the interview data suggested that work had to be meaningful, desirable, 
worthwhile and mostly good for the ‘conscience’. By this I mean that for the participants, 
work had to realize the social and environmental goals of Fair Trade and CSA. For some, 
these ‘new’ goals of life developed as a consequence of their spirituality, how they 
interpreted work through the lens of religious worldviews. Confucianism, Buddhism and 
Christianity were the three religions cited as having an influence on the participants’ 
lives, providing sources of meanings to which they could attach to work activities. Put 
differently, work was often associated as a ‘calling’, in a religious sense of being 
committed to something larger than themselves. These goals in the lives of the 
participants seemed to fulfil a double purpose of benefiting their own interests as well as 
those of others. When viewed this way, the participants’ engagement in Fair Trade and 
CSA can be seen as the outcome of having both ‘altruistic’ and ‘egoistic’ motivations 
(Schnell & Hoof, 2012). For six participants, work became an outward expression of their 
different religious beliefs that were linked to the ideologies of Fair Trade and CSA.  
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Work 
 
The participants’ adoption of organic farming or working as Fair Traders can be 
interpreted as a search for meaning through work and this was made clear in the above 
quotes. The feelings of dissatisfaction and disillusionment expressed are consistent with 
the argument that under capitalism, work loses its meaning when it becomes separated 
from purpose in life and this results in a contemporary work crisis (Sennett, 1998). Put 
simply, modern capitalism has robbed work of its eschatological overview, meaning there 
is no greater purpose to work apart from earning a living. In a sense, the study 
participants’ engagement with Fair Trade and CSA can be seen as a means of restoring 
eschatalogical meaning to work by developing a ‘metaphysics of work’ that takes into 
consideration non-material needs and issues beyond the self. For some it was a matter of 
regaining control and power to determine the course of their lives, freed from institutional 
constraints:  
 
Why do I like to be a farmer? Because I want to control my own life, I want to 
enjoy the breeze and then I take a rest. If I work on a farm as a worker, I cannot 
do this (Terry, organic farmer).   
 
Work needed to be more than a means for earning a wage to pay off the mortgage or save 
for retirement (which were still important factors) and had to be an expression of the 
participants’ inner soul or being. Religion and spirituality played an important role in this 
regard providing an alternative lens through which to interpret the meaning of work at a 
more profound and philosophical level. Hence, the participants considered work as good, 
and hard work was particularly welcomed as good for the soul. As one CSA farmer 
commented, ‘we like to work under the sun, we like sweating’. Choosing alternative 
forms of employment as organic farmers or Fair Traders became important ways of self-
expression which played a significant role in the participants’ construction of new 
individual and collective identities. 
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In this regard, job enrichment was strongly related to meaningfulness and negative work 
attitudes related to meaninglessness (Strangleman, 2007). This finding is consistent with 
Lips Wiersema and Morland’s (2006:151) argument that ‘individuals need to find 
personal meaning and purpose to sustain a sense of well-being in times of insecurity and 
change’. This was especially the case for many of the participants who had felt the impact 
of the Asian Financial and Global crises on their lives, causing them to be self-reflexive 
and question the nature of Hong Kong society. For example, one Fair Trader, Andy, 
spoke of his interest in Fair Trade as having started at university where he was actively 
involved in a number of activist groups, including Amnesty International. He 
subsequently spent a year in South America in 2004 volunteering at several NGOs 
involved in Fair Trade projects gaining first-hand experience of their struggles as poor 
farmers. After reflecting on his experiences, he decided to resign from his position as an 
IT consultant and devote the rest of his life to promoting social justice through Fair 
Trade: 
 
Then I really felt I wanted to do something to help them and wanted to respond to 
the problem of social injustice in the world. In 2005, the WTO was held in Hong 
Kong and many NGOs came to discuss the problems about globalization and 
trade injustice. In that period I learned more from those NGOs and from other 
people in the world. I realized to tackle world injustice particularly economic 
global injustice in the world, we should promote Fair Trade to make customers 
when they purchase consider the life of the farmer and marginalized workers but 
it is only one solution. The real answer to global injustice is to change the 
mechanism, the legal system in the world and this is a very great work and takes 
very long to do it (Andy, Fair Trader).  
 
Another Fair Trader, Mandy, recounted her personal story of her introduction to the Fair 
Trade movement on a business trip to Thailand sourcing new trading partnerships. The 
following excerpt is from the story she tells all her clients and one she shared with me 
during the interview: 
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I saw a group of farmers and they thanked us for coming. They said ‘now, are you 
ready to change?’ I said ‘change?’ They said ‘you need to take off your suit’. I 
said ‘okay’ and they gave me a pair of Wellington boots. Then I saw how people 
grow their rice. They still use the buffalo and when I put my feet in the soil, how 
rich was the soil, and I said, mm, this is really full of meaning. Before, when I 
used to eat rice I didn’t know where the rice came from. I thought it was out of a 
factory, I never thought about you really need to plant the seedlings and a lot of 
things. Then I realized, wow, that is good stuff but I cannot walk on the rice 
paddy because I had Wellington boots on. When I put my feet in the soil, it felt so 
beautiful. You feel the soil, the wet of the soil, the beauty of the ground from the 
God or the Buddha. Then you sort of think how come the city person never came 
across this before? (Mandy, Fair Trader) 
 
Similarly, another Fair Trader, Felicity, related her story of the encounters she had with 
Filipino farmers at the 2005 anti-WTO demonstrations in Hong Kong. She described the 
events leading up to the protest march and her direct interactions with the farmers:   
 
And then somehow we got to know these people [Fair Trade activists] and 
actually it was the very first time I got in touch with someone from the 
Philippines. Then we came to talk about things - I like to understand people more 
and in one way I am kind of also a researcher, not just collecting information but 
I’m interested in people in general – so I asked about their background, what is all 
this? They explained a little bit to me and they said wait a minute, we are going to 
march off on Saturday or Sunday because that would be the last day of the 
downtown WTO thing which was a big thing happening in Hong Kong in 
December… 
 
They told me stories of blood and tears and I was so shocked about the sugar cane 
workers how they tried to ask for more wages and it ended up in bloody 
confrontation and people got killed, kidnapped and all that. So I said, gosh, these 
people got persecuted just because they want to help the farmers get a few more 
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rights. Maybe I could do a little bit to help them so I said, I’ll see what I could do, 
maybe I could ship something over, it was just in my mind so that is how the fair 
element came in [to the business name, Fair-and-Healthy] (Felicity, Fair Trader). 
 
These stories are about personal change testifying to the new sense of empowerment 
gained from working outside the usual channels of employment in capitalist society. 
They are about continuity showing how their experiences and practices have facilitated 
the construction of an identity that is both individual and collective. For these 
participants, identity construction was a personal and political project that was forged 
through participation. In contrast, some CSA participants entered organic farming for 
reasons of losing or the threat of losing their jobs. As discussed in the previous chapter, 
the HKSAR government was actively involved in promoting organic farming in the 
aftermath of the Asian Financial crisis and this time four CSA participants took 
advantage of government incentives to start up organic farming businesses:  
 
Then it was the time of SARS, the economy was going down and we [Sam and 
his business partner] both were getting in danger of our jobs so we found this was 
a chance for us to start a garden [organic herbs]. It was a chance for us to develop 
a new job or change our job. So we quit our jobs and started this [garden]. We 
said we would try for a year, to see if the garden could survive or not then we 
would go back to work, after SARS. But it has now been six years and we are still 
here (Sam, organic farmer). 
 
They [family and friends] congratulated me to leave journalism. They think in 
Hong Kong the reporting career has no development because of self-censorship 
and because the high salary of reporters will be cut. I know it is difficult to change 
if you have been doing a job for ten years but what can you do? If you go 
suddenly to another field it is difficult. Maybe you can run a business or you 
might have another talent, but I think it is difficult. It is difficult for to continue to 
work in the reporting field because the salary is low and the development is 
limited. Every day they are very busy and there is just a few staff now because the 
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newspaper is not a profitable business in Hong Kong. The company will cut, cut, 
cut so every day, the workload is very high. You work long hours but I didn’t 
work as long hours then. I enjoyed being a reporter and it can be fulfilling, for 
example when I worked for a commercial radio for three years. Working in the 
radio your reaction must be very fast, and after you gather the information, you 
must write and record a story back to the station so it was quite challenging but it 
was quite interesting for me (Kevin, organic farmer). 
 
In the case of Annie, organic farming was not initially a lifestyle choice but was thrust 
upon her by her brother when he decided to leave organic farming and return to salaried 
employment. She felt obliged to assist her brother and consequently accepted 
responsibility for managing and working the farm single-handedly. However, this proved 
too much and, after a while, she enlisted the help of a friend who later became a partner 
in the organic farming enterprise. These two women were part time farmers who also 
worked in the media industry, one as a copy writer and the other as a television producer.  
 
During my visit and tour of their farm, they mentioned informally that they would never 
have thought of organic farming as a career option if it had not been for Annie’s brother 
leaving organic farming. They spoke enthusiastically of organic farming finding it 
therapeutic but it also had the added benefit of improving their health. It was clear that 
the decision to enter organic farming was instrumental and not motivated by activism or 
ideology. Interestingly, over time, their perspectives began to change and they 
appreciated the ideological dimension of organic farming as a movement geared towards 
social change. The following quote from Annie illustrates how her thoughts and attitude 
towards organic farming had evolved to the point where she was practising organic 
farming for enjoyment as an end in itself: 
 
Why do I keep doing this is because I started loving it [organic farming]. I had a 
very bad condition when I started doing this; I had rheumatoid arthritis which is 
not curable. It’s quite painful and when I started doing this, it was quite crippling 
all the time. But after one year, I was getting better. I’m not 100% cured but doing 
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farming and paying less time in the office is quite helpful. It was unbelievable! I 
never felt I could think this could help me to have better health. It is quite 
amazing and when I talked with my brother I said I have never found that. I talked 
with my friends who are amazed that I am still doing this thing. I said that I could 
not make money until now but at least I have a better health condition which 
could cost a lot of money. This is one of the reasons why I keep doing it. The 
other reason is I started loving it (Annie, CSA farmer). 
 
For these CSA participants, turning to organic farming can be interpreted as a reflexive 
project of the self in response to job uncertainty. Organic farming had become a 
‘biographical solution’ (Beck, 1992:137) to cope with job loss and a life politics centred 
on a rural lifestyle (Giddens, 1991). The following section discusses more fully the 
relationship between the participants’ lifestyle politics and the construction of a new 
social identity. 
 
Individualization, class and identity 
 
In NSM literature, some theorists claim that lifestyle or identity politics have replaced 
class politics of the industrial era making the concept of class redundant (Beck, 1992; 
Giddens, 1991). It is argued that the re-structuring of work in postindustrial society has 
weakened the working class identity and their capacity to mobilize along class lines. The 
technological transformation of work has replaced the Fordist model of organization 
making it difficult for workers to maintain a specific identity. Moreover, the 
decentralization of production to offshore sites reduces the physical closeness of workers 
in factories and neighbourhoods further weakening the collective identity. Consequently, 
workers find it more difficult to identify specific social classes along which to mobilize 
hence work loses its collective nature and is effectively, individualized (Castells, 1996).  
 
The major theme running through this argument is individualization which can be 
described as individuals being increasingly forced to develop their own life trajectories in 
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response to unstable labour markets (Beck, 1992; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002). It is 
argued by Beck (1992) and Giddens (1991) that under neoliberal globalization, the 
process of individualization is accelerated resulting in the dis-embedding of individuals 
from contexts of family, neighbourhood and communities and thereby forcing a 
rethinking of the role of class in collective action. When seen from this perspective, 
NSMs can be seen as the collective response by individuals to issues of risk and 
ontological insecurity which characterize contemporary societies. The old solidarities 
which had fostered class identities have disappeared and this they argue, is reflected in 
NSMs which cut across class boundaries drawing its adherents from diverse social 
locations. 
 
However, despite this argument contesting the relevance of class, it is my contention that 
conceptually, class is still relevant in the analysis of NSMs. I argue that the study 
participants acted collectively along class lines through their support of Fair Trade and 
CSA. In defence of a class analytical approach, I concur with Savage (2000) that the 
process of individualization cannot be understood in isolation from structural processes. 
In other words, it is not possible for individuals to define themselves without reference to 
the social context and this requires class to be understood as a dual concept bringing 
together concepts of individualization and socialization (Boterro, 2005; Crompton & 
Scott, 2005). In this regard, the work of Bourdieu (1984; 1987) on social class provides a 
unitary approach which is apposite to this case study for understanding how the lifestyle 
politics of the participants contributes towards the formation of a new fraction of the 
middle class.      
 
In the literature review, it was discussed how Bourdieu (1984) conceptualized social class 
as moving beyond the classical theorizations of class by Marx and Weber whereby class 
was defined in relation to the economy. According to Bourdieu (1984), social class arises 
from the varying conditions of existence, sets of dispositions and distributions of capital 
(social, cultural and economic) which are known collectively as the habitus. In other 
words, social life is culturally and socially re-produced through the daily activities of 
individuals and this forms part of the habitus which exists only in and through these 
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practices. While the work of Bourdieu is of relevance and of use in this case study for 
arguing a class-based explanation for the study participants’ involvement in Fair Trade 
and CSA, it is, however, insufficient for analyzing the sociology of practices involved in 
cultural and social production. In this respect, the work of Snow and Anderson (1987) 
provides a more useful framework for analysing at the micro-level the processes through 
which the study participants sought to transform the habitus.  
 
Associational distancing is a term coined by Snow and Anderson (1987) for describing 
the social processes that individuals engage with in order to dissociate themselves from a 
particular social group and its identity. These social process have an important role to 
play in transforming an individual’s identity (and hence habitus transformation) by 
symbolizing to individuals who they are in relation to others. This invoking of ‘others’ is 
important as it facilitates a rejection of, or distancing from, particular social groups which 
they once had associations with and is crucial for a successful identity and habitus 
transformation. Associational distancing involves establishing new social boundaries, 
making it clear to the individual and others which habitus or social group they belong to, 
hence it is a necessary strategy for altering one’s ascribed social class. I suggest the study 
participants’ viewpoints on consumption, together with their adoption of the practices of 
recycling, re-using and reducing consumption, were key strategies for distinguishing 
themselves from their ascribed middle class and traditional middle class peers. By 
ascribed middle class, I am referring to their social location of belonging to the new 
middle class stratum which was described in Chapter Four. It was also a means through 
which they could create a new middle class social identity based on ethical sensibilities. 
In this regard, Bourdieu’s general approach is useful for analysing the study participants’ 
repertoires of social practices and their relation to a specific kind of middle class habitus.  
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Establishing class and identity:  
a) Associational distancing 
‘Green’ practices 
 
The study participants’ adoption of the ‘green’ practices of recycling, reusing and 
reducing consumption was one strategy employed by study participants for socially 
distancing themselves from their ascribed middle class position and traditional middle 
class peers. It is my contention that recycling was a practice adopted by both Fair Trade 
and CSA study participants to establish social distinction. However, whilst recycling is 
also practised by many members of the Hong Kong middle class, what distinguished this 
group was the meanings they attached to their activities. These meanings were essentially 
political reflecting the Fair Trade and CSA movement’s ideology incorporating notions 
of environmental citizenship. This point was articulated by one Fair Trader who 
commented that the Hong Kong middle class who decided to adopt green practices did so 
at a superficial level. He emphasized that green practices needed to be underpinned by an 
ideology questioning how we consume which is a moral issue. Generally, Fair Traders 
did not address the issue of conspicuous or unsustainable consumption and is consistent 
with literature criticizing the movement for not challenging the ideology of consumerism 
(Dolan, 2002; Johnson, 2002).  
 
In contrast, CSA participants were opposed to consumer culture believing it represented a 
system of consumption dominated by an unfettered consumption of commodities having 
an emphasis on individual choice. Consequently, they were highly critical of the 
government’s ‘Green Hong Kong’ campaign which promoted recycling and encouraging 
local citizens to act responsibly and ‘do their bit’ for the environment. They perceived 
that the motive behind the government’s promotion of recycling was a ploy to shift blame 
and responsibility from the state and industry onto individuals as a means of solving 
environmental problems:    
 
Interviewer: Do you personally recycle?  
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Kelly: Yes. I don’t have a real recycling concept but I am trying to 
produce less rubbish. It’s about consumption and how we use 
things, like recycling and reusing, like they emphasise in the 
‘Green Hong Kong’ campaign. They are using those concepts but 
they are not doing the real things which are related to the concepts. 
Like with reducing, the Hong Kong government always wastes 
money, waste their resources in their departments and they are the 
most wasteful, like using air conditioning. We have these tall 
concrete buildings now made of long term materials for long term 
use and we have less and less old buildings. People are 
demolishing them everywhere and building new buildings. This 
kind of concept of always wanting to change things is wasteful 
(Kelly, CSA supporter). 
 
This quote highlights the diverse meanings attached to waste and recycling. For Kelly, 
old buildings did not constitute waste unlike the government’s interpretation of them. 
According to Douglas (2003) our conceptualization of waste is firmly grounded in the 
terrain of cultural rituals and symbolic meanings and stems from our value and belief 
systems. For Kelly and for all the other study participants, the practice of recycling 
formed part of a moral and cultural economy whereas for the government, it was an 
economy dependent on the ethos of disposability. This finding is consistent with recent 
literature on consumption which frames waste as the converse to constant consumption 
and within a discourse of personal freedom (Hawkins, 2006). According to Hawkins 
(2006), waste is central to many moral economies and in this case study, the participants’ 
waste practices of recycling, reusing and reducing practices can be seen as practices 
constituting the processes through which their social identities are constructed. In the 
quote, Kelly believed that the demolition of old buildings by the government was a 
wasteful practice. She considered old and heritage buildings as possessing cultural 
significance and therefore were worthy of preservation. In contrast, the government held 
a technocratic view of old buildings perceiving them as obsolete and as ‘rubbish’ that 
needed to be eliminated. These variances of opinion reflect the differences in ethos 
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regarding disposability and represents a symbolic conflict over the different cultural 
meanings associated with waste.  
 
Both Fair Traders and CSA participants viewed waste not as something that needed to be 
gotten rid of, but as something that could be used to create value and new uses. For 
example, three women Fair Traders working in the Hong Kong fashion industry used 
waste such as remnant cloth from the textile industry or plastic rice bags from China to 
create high-end fashionable accessories (see Figure 12).  
 
 
Figure 12: Example of fashion accessories made from recycled materials 
 
Organic farmers regularly recycled garden waste and vegetable peelings from the kitchen 
to make compost to use on their farms. However, CSA participants placed more emphasis 
on the practice of reducing consumption as compared with Fair Traders:    
 
You know modern people need to buy more things. They have ten bags but they 
want another one. But people like me, I only buy when I need something (Sam, 
organic farmer). 
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Consuming less also included the practice of not replacing items which had lost their use 
value, which contrasted with the practice of serial replacement common in affluent 
societies (Hawkins, 2006). The practice of non-serial replacement was particularly 
emphasized by the more radical and younger members of the CSA network who were 
highly critical of the conspicuous consumption practices of Hong Kong society. These 
four CSA participants were in their twenties, three of whom had dropped out of 
university to become activists working in SMOs promoting social justice and 
environmental stewardship in Hong Kong. By differentiating themselves in terms of 
actions and values from their peers of young Hong Kong middle class consumerists, these 
CSA participants had constructed new social identities through the practice of non-serial 
replacement. This was demonstrated by their conscious decisions to wear second hand 
clothes or deliberately delaying the purchase of new items for as long as possible:    
 
I will change my mobile phone when it doesn’t work. I hate changing the mobile 
phone because it costs money and I don’t have money. I haven’t bought clothes 
for several years (Peter, CSA supporter). 
 
I don’t consume myself and I don’t buy things so I have not much to recycle. Of 
course, I buy food and I will try to go to small shops to buy…..I have been 
believing in living the simple life for a number of years already so I don’t believe 
in selling children’s clothing because it is not necessary so I don’t buy clothes for 
my daughter. I receive from other people so I don’t buy it anymore. I can’t sell 
clothes and I can’t sell real estate (Bonnie, CSA supporter). 
 
Through developing an alternative conceptualization of waste and its management, Fair 
Trade and CSA study participants perceived themselves as socially different from the 
traditional middle class and its practice of serial replacement. In this sense, both their 
practices and views on waste serve to set them apart from their middle class peers and is 
an example of associational distancing and one means of achieving social transformation 
(Kaufman, 2003). 
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The ‘good life’ 
 
Another way in which social distancing was achieved was through the participants’ 
interpretation of the ‘good life’ as being associated with green practices. In articulating 
the ‘good life’, some CSA participants expressed strong anti-capitalist sentiments:  
 
Maybe I hate capitalism but I believe that the ‘good life’ should resist the 
alienation and exploitation of goods and human relationships. In the practice of 
community economy, we are trying to rebuild the social relationships. For 
example, in the case of an unemployed person who cannot find a job in the market 
economy, we have community economy; we organize the economic activities, not 
for profit but for human needs, for the livelihood.  I think the ‘good life’ should 
provide this chance. I think this ‘good life’ should exist in a just society. The 
members in the society should be autonomous, they should really be able to 
choose their life, what things they want, what goods they want to consume then 
they have a real choice (Peter, CSA supporter). 
 
In some sense I hate capitalism. I’m not sure if that means to be a Communist or 
what. I don’t have as big a picture as Peter.  My ‘good life’ is that everyone can 
live at a low living cost, I mean like poor people. The poor people can sustain 
themselves in that shape of community, in their relationships, so I like living poor 
in some sense. Poor also means having second hand goods, like having one 
umbrella which we can pass on, if you need it I can give it to you. It’s about 
consumption and how we use things, like recycling and reusing (Kelly, CSA 
supporter). 
 
The purpose in highlighting these quotes is to demonstrate that apart from the practice of 
non-serial replacement, many participants were particularly opposed to a particular form 
of consumer culture characterized by the ‘Hong Kong way of life’ (Mathews & Lui, 
2001) discussed in Chapter Four. For most contemporary modern societies, notions of the 
‘good life’ have usually been equated with a culture of consumerism and capitalist forms 
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of consumption (Slater, 1997, Featherstone, 1992). Moreover, capitalist consumption has 
become a central focus of social life affecting core social practices, cultural values, 
beliefs and the social construction of identities by individuals. In Hong Kong, the ‘good 
life’ is synonymous with the ‘Hong Kong way of life’ (Mathews & Lui, 2001; Ng, 1993; 
Wong & Lui, 2000) and is associated with an excessive material orientation reflected in 
some of the social practices of Hong Kong people such as shopping, which is considered 
a major leisure activity or pastime.  
 
According to Lui (2001), this materialist orientation can be traced back to the 1970’s 
when the government began promoting Hong Kong as a shopping mecca to boost the 
retail and tourism industries. The growth of these industries led to an expansion of 
consumption in Hong Kong and the proliferation of shopping malls throughout the 
territory which coincided with the rise of the affluent middle class. As a result, Hong 
Kong people came to define themselves through their consumption practices and a local 
Hong Kong identity emerged based on a lifestyle of conspicuous consumption. However, 
for most study participants, notions of the ‘good life’ differed from the definitions 
provided by the traditional middle class as documented in studies on the Hong Kong 
middle class (Wong & Lui, 2000; Ng, 1993, Lau & Kuan, 1988). It was common for the 
study participants to describe the ‘good life’ as living a simple lifestyle free from the 
trappings of consumerism typical of the ‘Hong Kong way of life’. This contrasted with 
the ‘good life’ epitomized by the Hong Kong middle and upper classes through the 
consumption of imported and expensive, gourmet food: 
  
Interviewer:  How would you describe the ‘good life’? 
 
Mandy:  A ‘good life’….a ‘good life’ for me is when I feel good, I feel free, 
where I have no regrets, the simple life. It really depends how you 
class the ‘good life’. Some people say, I need to drink red wine, a 
1982 Lafitte and they say I am living the ‘good life’. But it is your 
values, how you class your values. So for me a ‘good life’ doesn’t 
mean the same ‘good life’ for you. It’s different. For me, it is when 
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I live happily and everything is based on a very simple way. Let’s 
say if I drink juice, fresh juice, no colourings, natural juice, that’s 
the ‘good life’. If I want to buy clothes I don’t have to buy brands 
and be totally occupied with this all my time. This is not the ‘good 
life’ (Mandy, Fair Trader). 
 
Interviewer:  And for you, Julie, what do you think the ‘good life’ is? 
 
Julie:  I think it’s the same as Mandy said. I also don’t go for brands, I 
just live a simple life. Let’s say for travel, people say I only have 7 
days but I need to visit 10 cities, this is called the ‘good life’. I 
have been here and there, for me it’s not. I would rather spend 7 
days there to get to know people, eat their cuisine and learn about 
their culture, this is the ‘good life’ (Julie, Fair Trader). 
 
These quotes on specific food consumption practices can be seen as a means of signifying 
social class and distinction. According to Bourdieu (1984) consumption produces, 
reproduces and negotiates class identities and cultures facilitating the structuring of wider 
relations of social power. However, in order for the participants to construct new social 
identities, they must disassociate from their ascribed social group and establish new 
boundaries of social practices and values which necessitates changing the meanings 
attached to the consumption of specific foods.  
 
Overall, the study participants made modest changes to their patterns of food 
consumption. They consumed locally produced organic food and, where possible, chose 
Fair Trade over non Fair Trade food products. However, one CSA participant was 
particularly radical and converted to strict vegetarianism based on her interest in Buddhist 
religious ideology. Changes in food consumption was one strategy the study participants 
utilized for transforming the habitus but this was not a matter of individual taste but, I 
suggest, a collective means for transforming the traditional middle class culture. In other 
words, in choosing to become consumers of organic and Fair Trade foods, the 
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participants were using their altered food practice as a marker of social distinction and to 
socially distanced themselves from the mainstream Hong Kong middle class practice of 
conspicuous consumption.  
 
Permaculture and organic farming 
 
More specifically, the participants often spoke of the ‘good life’ in association with the 
green practices of permaculture and organic farming. Three CSA participants had studied 
permaculture in Australia prompting them to establish a permaculture institute in Hong 
Kong. The goal was to educate the middle class on making changes in their everyday life 
as a move to encourage sustainability. Two of the participants had full time day jobs and 
one was a housewife and all were keen weekend farmers. They reported spending the 
weekends engaged in practical action around the house such as small scale composting 
and growing vegetables in containers on their rooftops, community gardens or on rented 
vegetable plots in the New Territories (See figures 12 and 13). Moreover, the 
participants’ connection with nature through the practice of weekend farming was 
conceptualized as constituting the ‘good life’ and brought them a sense of personal 
satisfaction.   
  
One CSA participant spoke of the ‘good life’ with reference to his friends practising 
organic farming as a lifestyle. He admired them for making the decision to become full 
time organic farmers, considering it courageous and a countercultural act opposing 
typical middle class notions of the ‘good life’, frequently defined as having a well- paid, 
professional job to which many people in Hong Kong aspire:  
 
It’s a couple, he and his wife. Their parents’ think why do you go opt for a farmer 
business, it is so hard, right?  But it’s so interesting and he has an alternative 
thinking in these things. He thinks that life is not only for money, the most 
important thing is how to live a very good life for yourself. So he thinks farming 
is a very good way to spend his life. So he just goes for it. In fact, I really admire 
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him because he’s in his thirties and he already has this kind of thinking and he 
also puts it into practice. His farm has already been established for nearly ten 
years and means he was in his twenties when he already started this business. 
He’s a very nice guy (Joseph, CSA supporter).   
 
The quote suggests Joseph equated the ‘good life’ with a lifestyle of organic farming and, 
in a sense, he had romanticized life in the New Territories depicting it as a ‘rural idyll’ 
(Halfacree, 2007). For several other CSA participants, their understanding of the meaning 
of the ‘good life’ was rooted in the philosophies and ideologies of local organic 
agriculture, permaculture and alternative economic systems such as LETS discussed in 
the previous chapter. The notion of the ‘good life’ was essentially couched in an anti-
consumerist ideology and manifested in the participants’ practices of organic farming, 
permaculture and LETS. Moreover, for some study participants, the practice of hobby or 
weekend farming was a preferred leisure activity to window shopping, the most popular 
pastime of Hong Kong people according to Lui (2004). Several of them commented how 
they genuinely enjoyed working with the land and ‘getting their hands dirty’ and found 
growing vegetables in community gardens or on rooftops (see Figures 13 and 14) a 
satisfying and rewarding experience.  
 
 
Figure 13: An example of a community garden  
(Provided with permission by a CSA participant) 
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Figure 14: An example of a rooftop garden  
(Provided with permission by a CSA participant) 
 
One CSA participant moved to Lamma Island to farm full-time and associated the ‘good 
life’ with his new lifestyle as an organic farmer. The aspects of the ‘good life’ he enjoyed 
included working hard on the land to become self-sufficient, a simpler lifestyle, a slower 
pace of life compared with the city, attunement with nature and meeting new people:  
 
We cannot earn a good profit in the mass production industry so we worked like a 
tourist farm so people come here to have some tea, some drinks, some dried herbs 
and we would do some seminars outside. We just let them know we are doing 
something different to the traditional farmer.  (Sam, organic farmer).   
 
This farmer had an herb farm with an adjoining tea shop so visitors to the island could 
sample locally-grown herbal teas in a tranquil and natural setting close to the beach (see 
Figure 15). For Sam, one aspect of the ‘good life’ he particularly enjoyed was building 
social relations with customers and it was clear he valued social interaction for its own 
sake over and above the purely commercial benefits of the farm. Personal interaction was 
as important to him as the ideology underpinning the practice of organic farming. He also 
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saw his farm and tea shop as an alternative space of consumption in which people could 
enjoy drinking tea in ‘nature’ in an unhurried atmosphere. His tea shop contrasted with 
the busy tea and coffee shops located in the urbanized areas of Hong Kong and he wanted 
visitors to appreciate the difference in ambience between the two locations. Moreover, he 
wanted his customers to know the teas they were drinking were produced by him on the 
farm using environmentally sound methods. The herb farm and tea shop can be described 
as ‘spaces of representation’ (Halfacree, 2007:126) defined as when the images and 
symbols associated with space are directly lived in the sense that they constitute the 
spatial performance of everyday life. Moreover, these ‘spaces of representation’ were not 
politically neutral but had been appropriated by Sam to be subversive spaces for fostering 
a culture of consumption based on ethical/moral values, thereby contrasting with the 
profit motives of mainstream retailing. 
 
 
Figure 15: Organic herb farm near the beach on Lamma Island 
 
Sam’s desire for his customers to enjoy the tranquil setting of his tea shop can also be 
seen as an attempt to encourage reflection on their part to question aspects of their 
consumption practices. The idea and practice of drinking herbal teas grown on-site in a 
beautiful natural setting was designed to create a sense of enchantment that would 
encourage customers to spend their time and money in this alternative consumption 
space. (Parkins & Craig, 2009; Thompson & Coskuner-Balli, 2007). Enchantment in 
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consumption literature is theoretically linked to experiences of wonderment, magic and 
spontaneity and provides a conceptual framework for critiquing capitalist consumption 
and its rationalizing principles. Enchantment was discussed in the previous chapter in 
relation to farmers’ markets where it was shown that these spaces could be seen as 
attempts to re-territorialize the marketplace and reclaim traditional Hong Kong social and 
cultural values from the rationalizing and commodifying forces of capitalism. In the case 
of Sam, he wanted to present his tea shop and herb farm as an alternative consumption 
space to the globalized, ‘MacDonaldized’ food system that rationalizes and 
institutionalizes consumption experiences (Thompson & Coskuner-Balli, 2007). His 
desire was to create enchantment in consumers by developing an emotional attachment 
between drinking tea and the land in which the tea was grown. He wanted his customers 
to experience the enduring, sublime and more spontaneous feelings of enchantment 
through consuming differently, by drinking tea in his tea shop as opposed to a 
MacDonald’s food outlet. For Sam, his tea shop represented a dimension of the ‘good 
life’ in that experiences of enchantment were re-injected into the market place. When 
interpreted in this way, his tea shop and way of life can be seen as a counter-cultural 
response to what Ritzer (2003) terms as ‘MacDonaldization’, which makes consumption 
and leisure efficient, predicable and controllable. Essentially, he had created a space of 
resistance in which he played out his lifestyle politics linking it to alternative notions of 
the ‘good life’.   
 
For many CSA participants, the ‘good life’ was markedly different to the ‘good life’ 
associated with a particular consumerist lifestyle that was possible only with having a 
well- paid job. One organic farmer described the extent to which her daily life and 
attitudes had changed after turning to organic farming:   
 
When I quit my job, it wasn’t a very easy decision because it was a well-paid job, 
but actually, I found myself that I could not bear it or survive in that environment. 
You come to a point in life where you have to make a decision, I mean that 
happens to everyone, like when you get married or give birth. When I was 
considering quitting my job, I was almost forty years old and it’s not easy to find 
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another job but I made that decision and I came to this strange place (the organic 
farm) which kept on losing money but during this process, I found that even 
though I was not making as much money as before, I could still survive. I had 
food, I had a place to live and of course, I had savings so I could still live so it 
wasn’t such a kind of living condition that is bad. But you cannot buy something 
very expensive, like for your wardrobe, or you cannot go to a nice restaurant very 
often but when you are not able to do things like that, you don’t lose anything. 
You know what, I actually feel good, I mean I don’t need to go to a salon twice a 
week and that’s okay. It’s not that important anymore. So it really was my 
destiny. If I tell you that you have the choice to quit your job and have a better 
environment, how would you respond? Should I keep doing this job and get a 
high pay so I can visit the salon very often and buy a lot of nice clothes very 
often, what would you choose? I think I would probably choose this one and I 
think I have something very good and I never I look back. (Annie, organic 
farmer).  
 
The desire to live and work in the countryside can be interpreted as a result of a general 
malaise associated with work under capitalism as discussed earlier in the chapter. 
According to Bauman (1998), salaried work in Western capitalist societies is no longer a 
generator of identity and this has led to a crisis in the contemporary state of work which 
he defines as ‘…the main orientation point, in reference to which all other life pursuits 
could be planned and ordered’ (Bauman, 1998:27). He argues that the shift from 
production to consumption has marginalized work-based meaning, such that identity now 
derives from what individuals consume. In other words, work has been reduced to a 
means for accumulating ‘things’ in order to achieve social and economic status and 
success.  
 
Social theorists such as Jenkins (1996) have argued that individual and social identities 
are tied to work and in Hong Kong, having a well-paid and professional job signals that 
what we do is who we are and has become a marker of social status and distinction 
(Mathews, 2001). The increasing affluence of Hong Kong society has led to the growing 
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importance of formal qualifications and professional affiliations, and attaining higher 
levels of education is viewed as a ‘passport’ to success. By virtue of their social location 
or habitus, the new middle class in Hong Kong is mostly likely to send its children to 
overseas universities and encourage them to study in high status professions such as 
accounting, law or medicine. In this study, three of the younger participants (two CSA 
participants and one Fair Trader) had ‘dropped out’ of university and chose alternative 
lifestyles based on green practices. Two participants (one CSA participant and one Fair 
Trader) experimented with organic farming but Bonnie, a Fair Trader decided it was not 
suitable for her, remarking:  
 
I knew I was not a farmer because my energy doesn’t come from seeing plants 
grow but of course I think farming is important and I support it. But my passion 
comes from making things from my hands, like bread making and I make bread 
for a living (Bonnie, CSA supporter). 
 
Bonnie later set up her own business making organically-based cleaning and beauty 
products and became an active member of the HKSAA, an organization promoting 
sustainable development. The other CSA participant, Danny, also did not feel completely 
at ease with organic farming and decided to work on a part time basis with another 
organic farmer in this study. He spent the rest of his time working on the Wanchai LETS 
project and as a videographer of social movements travelling around South East Asia 
documenting and filming protest activities. These three participants were friends and 
active members of HKSAA who were also involved in other activist networks in addition 
to CSA. The other CSA participant, Kelly, dropped out of university to become a full 
time activist in the urban housing movement but later became involved in CSA through 
hearing about it via the activist network. She is now working full time for an NGO 
working to assist low income earners. The following interview extract tells the story of 
one of these younger, more radical CSA participants who, through the process of self-
reflexivity, arrived at an understanding that a ‘good’ education should not necessarily 
consist of obtaining a university degree as a passport to achieving a ‘good life’ based on 
material possessions:  
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Sailing the world has always been my dream so I went sailing and it didn’t end in 
one year. I think that was a very important turning point in my life in regards to 
what I am doing now because I was a mainstream girl growing up and educated in 
Hong Kong. I went to Australia to study accounting and was thinking I was going 
to be an accountant when I finished studying but then this option [of sailing] came 
up and it opened to my eyes to see there is more than material living to life. 
Because on a boat you have only have limited resources to live a material life. On 
a boat you live a simple life involuntarily. You have no TV, no access to water 
and electricity, you just have to live the very simple life. Then I found that the 
stuff that I brought on board was not useful like designer clothing, handbags it’s 
not useful anymore, even the shoes. Then we travelled to Vanuatu, New 
Caledonia and then I went to some very native villages and I saw how they were 
still undeveloped yet the people were so happy, not like Hong Kong people who 
work so hard and they don’t know what life is about. Then I really felt that we 
don’t really need that material living or economic development. What we really 
need is going back to earth, grow the food we eat and that is really important and 
also the relationships we have with others. By going on the boat, I had no idea at 
first about all these concepts because I just went in for it just for the experience 
(Bonnie, CSA supporter). 
 
As the quote illustrates, Bonnie acted on emotional impulses and chose a course of life 
that deliberately broke with tradition and opposed her parents’ typical middle class 
expectations of her future.  These decisions by the younger members of the study group 
to drop out of university can be interpreted as another example of a backlash to typical 
notions of the ‘good life’ being associated with financial success. 
 
Moreover, the relative ease with which study participants could leave behind ‘good’ 
careers in mid- life and transition into new or self-created employment or barter 
comfortably with middle class consumers at farmers’ markets were reflections of their 
middle class habitus. As discussed in the literature review, the habitus is a set of durable 
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dispositions that are transposable from one social setting to another. It provides social 
actors with a set of cultural competences of knowing how to act in different social 
situations, which Bourdieu describes as having a ‘feel for the game’ (Bourdieu, 
1990a:66). The study participants’ middle class habitus and dispositions allowed them to 
act as competent individuals knowing how to react efficiently in all aspects of life. 
Having the necessary forms of knowledge and cultural and social competences helped 
them to know how to cope in difficult financial times such as the Asian Financial Crisis 
and SARS. Generally, the participants were conscious of their privileged middle class 
social location and felt the urge to help the less privileged both in Hong Kong and 
overseas. According to Bourdieu (1984), this capacity to reflect on life stems from a 
disposition that comes from a life of affluence or life of ease (1984). It allows for ‘the 
suspension and removal of economic necessity’ and in doing so, individuals can operate 
with a sense of distance from practical urgencies (Bourdieu, 1992:54). Moreover, the 
study participants’ habitus predisposed them to identify with environmental and social 
justice issues and adopt an ethical stance to food production and consumption.     
 
Opposition to farming by family members 
 
Associational distancing was sometimes unintentional in that the participants often faced 
opposition by their families in response to their decisions to adopt alternative lifestyles. 
Four CSA farmers articulated that they had faced varying degrees of opposition by family 
members who either could not understand or did not approve of their lifestyle changes. 
One reason for this opposition was the negative image or stereotype of farmers held by 
family members who considered farming as a low class occupation:     
 
At first, the family, your parents don’t like you to work as a farmer because they 
think that farmers in society are a low class work but after some explanation, they 
are okay. Like we are not doing mass production farming, because in Hong Kong 
you cannot survive and cannot earn a good profit in the mass production industry. 
They tried to believe in us that we can make our own lives after a few years, and 
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now they understood that we are doing something great and we are not doing 
something criminal so they supported us. But they just needed us, they don’t mind 
us changing our lives, but they don’t want us to change their lives that means we 
need to pay money to them even if we change our jobs (Sam, organic farmer).  
 
They [parents] always thought I was crazy so it didn’t matter and I don’t care 
what they think about what I do. When we started our careers, they said you 
spend too much time on your work, come back, come back to see us.  I think it is 
important to have more time to be with them because they are getting old. Now 
we have more time, their mindsets have changed. They accept what I do as long 
as I can make my living (Sylvia, organic farmer).  
 
The opposition to farming by family members can be understood within a cultural 
context particular to Hong Kong where farmers have been commonly depicted by the 
media as unsophisticated country bumpkins or ‘Ah Chans’ (Tsang, 2004). In the literature 
review it was discussed that migrants from the Mainland were often perceived as ‘the 
other’ which was crucial in the construction of the local Hong Kong Chinese identity. 
The perception of Mainland farmers as ‘Ah Chans’ created a prejudice in Hong Kong 
people’s mindset hence farming was considered a lowly occupation by the middle class. 
Moreover, the depiction of farmers as the ‘other’ by the Hong Kong Chinese led to the 
construction of a local identity based on a rural-urban divide. The urban-rural divide is an 
essential dynamic underlying the formation and production of a metropolitan and 
cosmopolitan social identity of Hong Kong people Hung (2001). Hung (2001) argues that 
ethnicity also has a key role to play in the formation of the Hong Kong identity. 
Moreover, this identity is also differentiated along class lines associated with urban and 
cosmopolitan identities which are often tied up with wealthy Westernized professional 
circles (Hung, 2001; Mathews & Lui, 2001). The dichotomization of rural-urban 
identities has led to negative attitudes towards farming which is common among many 
urbanized Hong Kong people and, according to Hung (2001), stems from an antagonism 
between urban and rural identities. He cites an example of this prejudice in the political 
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discourse on the debate of Land Inheritance Legislation which demonstrates the contempt 
by the urban middle class towards rural citizens.  
 
I suggest that the remarks made by the study participants’ families on farming by their 
offspring are a reflection of a struggle to define a local Hong Kong identity that is distinct 
from the Mainland. For Hong Kong people, the rural is seen as a symbol of tradition, of 
backwardness and an antithesis of the Hong Kong way of life rooted in modernity. Their 
social identity is based the identification with modernity and a cosmopolitan lifestyle and 
this was true for the participants’ parents. It is my contention that parental opposition to 
organic farming stems from the projection of a rural identity as a representation of 
Mainland China’s traditional past which is seen as negative.          
 
In contrast to Hong Kong’s society perception of farming, Western societies view 
farmers with respect (DEFRA, 2003). I argue that the study participants’ engagement in 
farming was a means by which they could elevate the image of farming to appeal to the 
middle class. In this study, the organic and weekend farmers are comparable, in terms of 
their motives, to the ‘gentlemen farmer’ of eighteenth and nineteenth century Europe. 
These individuals were members of the landed gentry or upper class who viewed farming 
as a leisure activity while pursuing ‘gentlemanly’ interests of charitable works, hunting 
and public affairs. More recently, the expression ‘gentlemen farmers’ has been associated 
with the Western middle class pursuit of farming as a lifestyle choice and in this sense, 
can be seen as a process of gentrification (Sutherland, 2012). According to Sutherland 
(2012), the gentrification of agriculture has largely taken the form of ‘hobby’ farming by 
‘new country gentlemen’ who do not have a farming background. Moreover, it was found 
that rural in-migration by the wealthy middle class accelerated the gentrification process 
and facilitated in the social upgrading of the locality.  
 
Sutherland (2012) and Smith (2006) have argued that the movement of economic capital 
is the most important factor in gentrification. In this study, however, I suggest that 
gentrification has more to do with identity formation and cultural transformation of 
traditional middle class attitudes to farming. The organic and weekend farmers acted as 
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gentrifiers or cultural intermediaries in order to transform the ‘low class’ image of 
farming. They sought to elevate the practice of farming and transform it into a respectful 
category of employment that would potentially appeal to the middle class. The drivers of 
the process of gentrification in this study were CSA participants who actively pursued 
rural lifestyles. In so doing, they associationally distanced themselves from their families 
and middle class peers and despite receiving opposition from their families, did not regret 
their lifestyle decision. Moreover, it served to create a solidarity among the middle class 
farming community through the sharing of similar experiences. The development and 
reinforcement of certain feelings of belonging to the CSA farming community facilitated 
in the redefinition of their personal and social identities. They had established new social 
boundaries enacted through the practice of farming thereby separating them from their 
middle class peers.     
  
b) The presentation of self 
 
Another example of associational distancing as a strategy for social identity formation 
was through the presentation of self. According to Goffman (1974) and Kaufman (2003), 
individuals manage impressions of their self in relation to others to elicit specific 
responses and that this reflects the intersection of individual and social identity. 
Constructing a new social identity requires engaging in specific forms of behaviour and 
the study participants worked on their appearance to signify difference and as an identity 
marker in helping establish the extent of their social interactions. The manner and style to 
which the study participants carried themselves is termed hexis by Bourdieu (1984) and 
represents the personal and idiosyncratic qualities of the self which are linked to the 
social world and are expressed through how we present ourselves through dress, speech 
and walk, for example. According to Kauffman (2003), social transformers make 
conscious decisions to change their outward appearances and this was evident in many of 
the study participants.     
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The strategy of altering styles of dress was used by study participants in managing their 
impressions to the traditional middle class and was also, as I suggest, a means by which 
they could transform their ascribed traditional middle class habitus. The change in styles 
of dress was more prominent among CSA participants and those Fair Traders involved in 
textile-based social enterprises. These participants made conscious decisions to display 
themselves as different to the traditional middle class style of dressing which, in Hong 
Kong, is mostly smart, business-like or fashionable with an emphasis on wearing 
expensive, branded clothing. Distinctive styles of dress were adopted by CSA 
participants who preferred plain clothes, sometimes recycled or second hand, or often in 
the ‘hippy’ style, wearing long flowing skirts, loose blouses and having long hair. Men 
often sported a beard. This was true for two male CSA participants who had developed a 
distinct ‘look’ by choosing to grow their hair long and wearing it in a ponytail. Similarly, 
two female participants wore long skirts, loose formless blouses and clogs which are 
unusual for Hong Kong and contrast with the generally, smart, fashionable dress code of 
the middle class social group. CSA participants actively sought to dress differently and, 
as discussed earlier, this represents a politicization of their everyday life incorporating 
anti-consumerist values.  
 
In contrast, Fair Traders on the whole did not change their style of dress. The reason for 
this is probably because they did not want to appear outwardly different from the 
traditional middle class even though inwardly they differed in terms of values, beliefs and 
attitudes. I contend that they needed to be recognized outwardly as belonging to the 
mainstream middle class so they could bring about social dissent through changed social 
practices and a support of values promoting social justice. However, three Fair Traders, 
in seeking to be identified as belonging to the affluent middle class, chose to wear 
fashionable clothing made from recycled materials rather than wear expensive branded 
clothing to express social distinction. It is consistent with Bourdieu’s (1984) argument 
that the boundaries of class need to be understood more as social practices than economic 
relations of production. Here, the participants’ adoption of a particular style of dress 
projected as chic and fashionable to discerning middle class female consumers can be 
seen as an active process of class re-structuring but within the middle class stratum. They 
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were consciously aligning themselves with their middle class peers by dressing in a style 
that would both appeal to and market their brand of recycled clothing. More importantly, 
I suggest that their chosen style of dress wearing recycled materials symbolized an 
attempt to transform the middle class habitus through the presentation of self. These 
women Fair Traders, by virtue of their middle class, knew instinctively the ‘rules’ of 
what constituted an appropriate and stylish dress code and, as fashion designers, had the 
cultural capital to define what style of clothing can be considered ‘good taste’. When I 
met them, they were fashionably dressed, articulate and confident at presenting 
themselves during the interview and continually made reference to what they were 
wearing to demonstrate that it was possible to look ‘chic’ in clothing made from recycled 
materials. This is particularly important in Hong Kong which is an extremely status 
conscious city where famous brand names such as Louis Vuitton are commonly accepted 
status markers of social class in Hong Kong. As discussed in the context chapter, wealth 
is the main measure of social status which Lui (2004) attributes to the absence of a gentry 
class and its cultural capital to set aesthetic criteria for social distinction. Under these 
circumstances, the wealthier one is, the higher one’s social class and these are reflected in 
external appearances and consumption practices which the study participants sought to 
change.  
 
c) Distancing from the class below  
 
As discussed, social identity is established through individuals associating or 
disassociating with others and is intrinsically tied up with the habitus. In this section, it is 
shown how the participants distanced themselves not only from their middle class peers, 
but also from the class below. It is through the bodily hexis or embodied practices that 
the participants demonstrated their difference and this was revealed through their social 
interactions with consumers at farmers’ markets. According to Bourdieu (1990), the 
habitus exists in and through the practices of actors and their interactions with one 
another and the farmers’ market was one location in which the participants’ behaviour 
became an outward manifestation of the habitus. Moreover, the forms of social behaviour 
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by the participants, either conscious or unconsciously, became integral to reinforcing a 
middle class social identity based on particular behaviours that marked them as distinct 
from other social groups.  
 
As part of my fieldwork, I made four consecutive visits to the Tai Po farmers’ market on 
Sunday morning and it was in this context that I had the opportunity to observe four study 
participants engaging in direct marketing activities with middle class consumers. 
Through these social interactions, the study participants unconsciously confirmed their 
social identity as essentially middle class. What was clear from my observation of body 
language was the manner and ease by which the study participants socially interacted 
with middle class consumers. The study participants were noticeably ‘friendly’, showing 
signs of goodwill by smiling and attracting the attention of consumers through eye 
contact. This behaviour is unusual as smiling indiscriminately to strangers is not a 
culturally accepted expression of goodwill as it is in Western societies (Watson, 1997). 
According to Hamilton (1999), Chinese people tend to regard vendors who smile with 
suspicion as it implies cheating, but this did not seem to hold during my observations and 
it appeared to work in the participants, favour by attracting more consumers to stop and 
engage in conversation. This behaviour by study participants was noticeably different 
from other vendors at the farmers’ market, the majority of whom did not actively engage 
with consumers but chose to remain in a passive selling mode and not actively engage 
with consumers to make a sale.  
 
The ease with which study participants socially interacted with consumers is, I suggest, a 
manifestation of their middle class habitus which enabled them to act instinctively with 
other members who shared their class habitus. Bourdieu (1984) argues that the ease by 
which members of a class-specific habitus acts, stems from their particular set of life 
conditions and distribution of capitals which imprints a particular set of dispositions on 
the individual. This ‘acquired system of generative schemes’ (Bourdieu, 1990:5) is what 
enables actors to instinctively know how to respond in specific social situations. Hence, 
the participants could converse with middle class consumers at length on issues relating 
to organic farming and Fair Trade and made this a point since they saw it as an 
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opportunity to educate the public. One Fair Trader’s stall at the Tai Po market had a lot of 
literature on Fair Trade in the form of leaflets and information sheets on the Fair Trade 
movement. This ability to socially connect with middle class consumers was articulated 
by one organic farmer:  
 
We actually understand their concerns so we answer their questions in the right 
way. We are trained to be by our industry so we think that way. Or maybe we are 
doing something that subconsciously we make people believe us. Some other 
farmers in the market they sometimes have quarrels with the customers just 
because they cannot communicate well. Some customers are very rude when they 
ask you questions. When they challenge you, they say ha, ha. They are very rude. 
They will challenge you how you grow it and look at you so bad. You have to 
respond in a polite way and make them believe you. Many farmers cannot handle 
this kind of situation. Maybe subconsciously we want to be different from them 
(Sylvia, organic farmer).  
 
As articulated in the above quote, Sylvia had an instinctive knowledge of the social and 
cultural competences developed over a lifetime which meant she knew ‘the rules of the 
game’ of arguing politely with middle class consumers without offending them, unlike 
her competitors. It was clear in observing the dynamics at the farmers’ market that the 
study participants acted with a natural ease with middle class consumers and this 
facilitated building an economy of regard as discussed in the previous chapter. Because 
of their habitus, they instinctively knew what issues would be of concern to the middle 
class and could pre-empt questions from consumers as the quote from Sylvia suggests.     
 
In addition to the social relationships these study participants developed with middle 
class consumers through direct marketing, it was obvious from the interviews that they 
perceived themselves as different from other vendors at the farmers’ market:  
 
We are not trying to be different, but this is the kind of life we are having. The 
way we look, the way we talk, we are not purposely doing that. We have to wear a 
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cap because of the sun. We are not like those local farmers, obviously (Annie, 
organic farmer). 
 
The difference perceived is an example of how the habitus disposes actors to act in 
particular ways or do certain things which, according to Bourdieu (1990), forms the basis 
of generative practices. The middle class habitus of the study participants possessed the 
cultural and social competences that enabled them to act in ways that were familiar way 
to middle class consumers which other vendors could not. This generally meant they 
were more successful at marketing and gaining higher prices for fresh produce.  
 
The ability to act in a friendly and natural manner with middle class consumers, as a 
strategy for selling organic vegetables, is what Swidler (1986) terms a ‘strategy of action’ 
whereby social actors draw on their cultural ‘tool kit’ or ‘know how’ to achieve certain 
goals. CSA study participants had cultivated a business ‘savvy’ by drawing on their 
reserves of cultural capital which provided them with the ability or know how to read and 
assess specific social situations accurately. Hence, they could adjust their behaviour in 
order to ‘play the game’ well and could sell their produce to middle class consumers at 
farmers’ markets with relative ease and confidence. This ability to draw on cultural 
capital shows how difference forms of capital can work as forces within a wider social 
structure. Bourdieu (1990) argues that different domains of social life, such as the 
farmers’ market, are fields within which actors can deploy particular forms of capital 
required to achieve success in that field. Study participants, by virtue of their middle 
class, could transpose their cultural capital from a previous industry field, as noted by 
Sylvia, to the new field of the farmers’ market to make sales and build a good rapport 
with middle class consumers, some of whom had become ‘friends’.  
 
According to Bourdieu (1990a), fields operate only when there are skilful people 
interested in the stakes that the field can offer and are prepared to make it work. The 
study participants worked hard to develop social relations with consumers and this was 
evident through the repeat sales of organic and Fair Trade products making them more 
successful than non-middle class vendors at the farmers’ market. Bourdieu (1990) argues 
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that this social skill of knowing how to behave in certain social situations is critically 
related to the habitus and is a product of social conditioning received while growing up 
enabling individuals to act in certain ways as if it were ‘second nature’. These types of 
behaviour are not innate, but acquired, forming the basis of class distinction. They were 
observable at the farmers’ market through the exclusive social interactions between study 
participants and middle class consumers.   
 
Discussion and conclusion 
 
This chapter has shown that that life politics, as practised by study participants, is 
inextricably tied to identity construction at both the individual and social level.  
The participants’ engagement in specific interpersonal strategies of associational 
distancing and presentation of self can be seen as attempts to construct new social 
identities as a means for transforming their ascribed middle class position. Associational 
distancing was the major interpersonal strategy used by the participants to create social 
distance from members of their ascribed social class, i.e. the traditional middle class. 
Through the adoption of ‘green’ practices of recycling, reusing and reducing 
consumption, permaculture and organic farming practices, the participants disassociated 
themselves from their middle class peers. The interpersonal strategy of associational 
distancing was a crucial step towards establishing social boundaries helping them to 
distinguish to which group they belonged.  
 
However, associational distancing was sometimes a challenging process when the 
participants faced opposition from family members but this was more than compensated 
for by their strong desire to associate and be accepted by like-minded individuals within 
the Fair Trade and CSA food networks. Moreover, the participants’ embeddedness in 
these ‘submerged networks’ (Melucci, 1995) fostered the development of strong 
emotional bonds that facilitated in construction of a social identity based on a strong 
sense of a collective ‘we’ (Touraine, 1981, Melucci, 1996; Jasper, 2009). This positive 
identification with other members of the food networks was crucial in the construction of 
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a new social identity based on shared aspirations and values which gave meaning to their 
actions. In addition, the participants engaged in the strategy of presentation of self as 
another means of changing their ascribed social class position. Altering outward 
appearance was a symbolic act that reflected the participants’ inward changed value and 
belief systems signifying difference to their peers.  
 
The strategies of associational distancing and presentation of self are identity-work 
activities that are crucial not only to social identity construction but more importantly, to 
social transformation. The participants’ adoption of alternative practices, values, beliefs 
and active engagement in politicized activities can be seen as attempts to transform the 
middle class culture in which they had been raised in Hong Kong. In Chapter Four, 
Bourdieu’s (1984) theory on social and cultural reproduction was discussed in terms of 
how the practices and dispositions of individuals arise from the unconscious character of 
practical logic that are beyond the individual’s consciousness. However, as Bourdieu 
(1984) concedes, this requires some level of consciousness and cannot be wholly 
unconscious.  
 
A key finding of this case study is the participants did not act as social reproducers but as 
social transformers. In other words, they did not act out of the dispositions of their 
ascribed middle class habitus but, instead, made a defiant stand to oppose a lifestyle 
based on conspicuous consumption which is typical of the Hong Kong way of life. I 
suggest that they were not concerned with the inter-generational transfer of their ascribed 
social class but as social transformers, were seeking to re-invent the Hong Kong middle 
class identity based on conspicuous consumption. Moreover, these strategies were used to 
construct individual and social identities by the participants and were critical to achieving 
the social transformation of their ascribed class habitus. They had effectively constructed 
social boundaries around themselves which facilitated the maintenance of an oppositional 
identity to their middle class peers.  I suggest this was essential to validating their new 
social identities. The participants’ identity politics, expressed through ‘green’ practices 
and lifestyles, had promoted a kind of cultural ‘in-group’ creating a social boundary that 
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differentiated them from the traditional Hong Kong middle class on the basis of new 
values, attitudes and beliefs. 
 
Central to the process of social transformation is identity formation (Jenkins, 1996; Snow 
& Anderson, 1987). Identity, both individual and social, is vital in understanding the 
process of social transformation and is intrinsically linked to social class location. Put 
differently, it is not possible to speak about social identity without considering how the 
social location or the social group to which the individual belongs has a role to play in 
situating them. Theories of identity intersect with NSM theories and NSM theorists 
especially Melucci (1996), Touraine (1977) and Offe (1985) to assert that the central task 
of NSMs is identity formation. The formation of a collective or social identity requires 
the validation of significant others and this was achieved by the study participants’ 
involvement in the food networks of Fair Trade and CSA. Through ‘rubbing shoulders’ 
with one another at farmers’ markets, Fair Trade events and LETS, feelings of solidarity 
were created and relationships of trust were developed. The feelings of solidarity were 
based on shared values and beliefs concerning environmental protection and social justice 
were important for giving meaning and purpose to their lives. The construction of identity 
therefore implies a positive identification the participants had with each, but it also has to 
include a definition of the ‘other’. For the study participants several ‘others’ were 
identified and these included their middle class peers in terms of the practices and 
lifestyle and a number of named adversaries that the participants singled out as a target 
for lodging protest activities, such as the WTO on trade liberalization and the HKSAR 
government on sustainable development.   
 
To achieve social transformation of their ascribed social class, the study participants 
engaged in the strategies of associational distancing and altering presentations of the self. 
These strategies enabled the participants to socially differentiate themselves from other 
members of their ascribed social class and required a conscious and deliberate effort on 
their part. Instinctively, the participants knew that social transformation required them to 
actively engage in interpersonal relationships with members from their ascribed social 
location to demonstrate they were of the middle class yet different. On the one hand, they 
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differed by having left previous salaried and professional jobs to live alternative lifestyles 
based on ‘green’ principles and values of social justice. While the traditional Hong Kong 
middle class may adopt ‘green’ practices of recycling, reusing and reducing consumption, 
what was unique to the study participants was their commitment to a set of alternative 
values and beliefs which determined the course of their lives. In other words, the 
adoption of green practices was not a result of the moral imperative imposed by the 
government to ‘do ones bit’ for the environment. Rather, it stemmed from an altered 
cultural value and belief system on how to live in a world where work from their 
perspective had lost its capacity to provide meaning, purpose and a sense of identity.    
For the participants, working as a Fair Trader, organic farmer or NGO worker provided a 
source of meaning that gave them a sense of social significance and belonging to the Fair 
Trade and CSA movements.  
 
It was evident through participant observation and interview data, that the participants 
mingled with ease with other members and facilitated in creating a strong sense of 
belonging given the social networks consisted of members of the middle class having the 
same or similar value orientations and dispositions. This was crucial in galvanizing the 
participants’ new social identity. Being able to share a common identity, ideology and 
roles within the food networks helped the participants to be accepted and recognized as 
members of the same social group. This finding is consistent with NSM and identity 
theories positing social and individual identities are not mutually exclusive but require 
alignment and legitimization by members of a particular social group or class. Self-
categorization alone is not sufficient for this validation and, consequently, the 
participants had to engage in identity-work activities to construct new individual and 
social identities for themselves. The validation or imputation by others was achieved by 
the participants’ involvement in the dense social networks of Fair Trade and CSA. These 
social networks were important in creating a political sub-culture which permeated their 
everyday lives and provided them with a way of expressing their new individual and 
social identities. These new identities were constantly being (re)negotiated through the 
sharing of ideas, definitions and ways of doing things and this made it difficult for them 
to distinguish between ‘doing’ and ‘being’. In other words, the participants’ private and 
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public spheres had become blurred and this was reflected in their collective identity 
which became an expression of their everyday life politics. The outcome was that it led to 
the development of a sense of solidarity and a shared belief system based on alternative 
conceptualizations of food production and consumption. These venues provided the vital 
social contexts in which participants could impute meaning to their actions giving them a 
sense of purpose to their lives and more importantly, to the social construction of 
collective identities (Fantasia, 1988; Melucci, 1995. It is important to note that the 
development of these new collective identities also involved the individual dimension 
such that what was considered personal also became an object for collective action 
(Calhoun, 1994).  
 
In conjunction with theories of social identity (Jenkins, Anderson and Snow,) I utilized a 
Bourdieuan theoretical framework for analysing the ways in which the participants could 
socially distinguish themselves from the traditional middle class and the class below. The 
work of Bourdieu (1984) usefully links the participants’ lifestyle politics to questions of 
class, taste and aesthetics. In particular, the concept of the ‘struggles of the field’ 
provides an analytical lens to analyze the participants’ cultural practices showing them to 
be the means through which they could establish what is to be valued in Hong Kong 
society and contest the traditional middle class. I contend that the participants were in 
pursuit of symbolic profit which manifested through the construction of moral economies 
and in the case of Fair Trade, enacted through the material and semiotic commoditization. 
The moral economies of Fair Trade and CSA were effectively symbolic economies 
whereby the production and consumption of ethical products within the food networks 
were imputed with social distinction. This struggle of the field was possible only because 
the participants were well educated possessing high levels of cultural but not economic 
capital. Moreover, their middle class habitus provided them with aestheticizing 
capabilities enabling them to articulate what can be considered good or bad taste in 
consumption. In actively promoting the consumption and production of Fair Trade and 
organic, locally grown products, the participants had positioned themselves in a cultural 
field to compete with the dominant middle class in establishing legitimacy of a claim for 
social distinction.  
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As a fraction of the middle class, the participants played the role of cultural 
intermediaries to arbitrate new lifestyles based on ethical practices in food production and 
consumption to appeal specifically to the educated middle. Hence, Fair Traders in 
particular, continually focussed on developing new, enticing products for consumers not 
only to recruit them into the food networks, but to culturally colonize the domain of food 
consumption as a way of claiming social distinction. The interest in style was important 
to many Fair Traders and was particularly evident among those involved in the clothing 
industry. The impression management through dress style for certain Fair Traders was 
crucial for maintaining connections with members of their ascribed social class. Without 
these social connections they would not be able to act as cultural entrepreneurs to 
influence the field of fashion. The examples of fashion accessories made from recycled 
materials or Fair Trade tea showed how these particular objects were defined as desirable 
by Fair Traders. In this sense, the internal logic of the ‘struggles of the field’ was about 
convincing other members of their social location to change their consumption patterns 
and opt for specific sorts of products and practices that embodied certain ethical values.  
 
Essentially, for both Fair Traders and CSA participants, these struggles over the right to 
define how food should be produced and consumed were organized around an ethics in 
‘regimes of living’ (Collier and Lakoff, 2005) which involves more than a set of shared 
values. According to Collier and Lakoff (2005:34), regimes of living can be defined as 
‘situated understandings of the good, modes of possible action, and techniques for 
working on, or forming subjects’. In other words, they act as a template organizing 
values, morals, norms, modes of identity formation and ethical reasoning about how we 
should live. For the participants, food production and consumption were identified as a 
field of ethical problematization in which they struggled to legitimize ‘green’ practices, 
socially-just trading relations, alternative lifestyles and modes of consumption. In this 
sense, the mobilization by the study participants can be seen as struggle by a sub-ordinate 
fraction of the middle class to construct and legitimize a particular way of living centred 
on ethical food production and consumption.  
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Through a strategy of communication, the participants socially privileged ethical over 
non-ethical products as a means of altering the tastes and aesthetics of the traditional 
middle class. In seeking to reverse the social hierarchy of goods, they had created a 
symbolic economy whereby social distinction was not expressed through expensive, 
designer brands but through ethical products such as Fair Trade coffee. The aim was to 
transform, rather than reproduce, the habitus of their ascribed social class through 
communicating ethical messages that appealed to the consciences of reflexive, middle 
class Hong Kong consumers. Hence, Fair Traders and CSA participants can be 
considered social transformers as they did not consciously align themselves with 
members of their ascribed habitus but through the process of interpersonal negotiation 
sought to differentiate themselves from other fractions of the middle class (Melucci, 
1995; Drury et al, 2003).  
 
This chapter has demonstrated that class has a role to play in NSMs when it is understood 
as a cultural category and societal relation (Bourdieu, 1984). It is my contention that the 
findings of this case study present evidence of two middle class-based social movements 
which have emerged as a result of the development of a political consciousness among 
segments of the Hong Kong middle class. In NSM literature, systems of human 
domination give rise to political consciousness, an important ideological factor in 
generating and sustaining collective action. In this regard, working class consciousness 
can be seen as a response to domination by the capitalist class and a form of political 
consciousness. I propose that a specific middle class consciousness emerged from the 
social interactions of the participants in the food networks and from their shared 
experiences, interests and values. It accords with Thompson’s (1966:9) definition of class 
whereby class occurs ‘when some men, as a result of common experience…feel and 
articulate the identity of their interests as between themselves, and as against other men 
whose interests are different from (and usually opposed to) theirs’. Class consciousness, 
therefore, did not automatically arise from the participants’ reified class location but from 
their handling of collective experiences in cultural terms i.e. the embodiment of their 
values, belief systems and ideas. Moreover, it is consistent with Touraine’s (1983) 
observation that class consciousness is a phenomenon that is culturally developed that 
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can occur in different times and places thereby constituting a real social and historical 
force. Hence, the participants’ struggle over the right to define an alternative food future 
for Hong Kong can be seen as a hegemonic struggle between two fractions of the middle 
class, of which they are the subaltern (or sub-ordinate) fraction, as opposed to the 
dominant traditional middle class. I suggest that they are qualitatively different from the 
traditional middle class who form part of the ruling capitalist class in Hong Kong, on the 
basis that their values, relating to how food is produced, distributed and consumed, are in 
conflict with traditional middle class values. It shows that class consciousness and 
political consciousness coalesce and mutually work to reinforce each other. The 
participants’ engagement in politicized activities worked to strengthen and define a new 
middle class identity which had the effect of facilitating the formation of an oppositional 
consciousness to address issues of global injustice.             
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CHAPTER EIGHT: Discussion and conclusion  
 
The chapters preceding this final chapter have concentrated on exploring the themes 
emerging from the fieldwork data in Hong Kong. Collectively, they form the body of the 
thesis with a focus to understand why, in recent years, certain segments of the middle 
class are engaging in social protest around issues of Fair Trade and CSA. In this 
concluding chapter, a summary and discussion of the results of the research questions are 
addressed beginning first with the auxiliary questions before finally addressing the 
principal research question which ties together the insights gained from this study. To 
recap, the impetus which has driven this thesis is the principal and the overarching 
question of why the social phenomena of Fair Trade and CSA emerged in Hong Kong 
given it is one of the mostly capitalistic societies in the world. To answer this, the thesis 
addresses the following auxiliary questions:   
 
 To what extent can we understand the alternative food networks of Fair Trade and 
CSA in Hong Kong to be indicative of new social movements? To what extent do 
they engage with new social movement theories?  
 What characterizes the individuals within Fair Trade and CSA and do they 
constitute a new category of the middle class? 
 
The research findings are summarized, discussed and conclusions are drawn under the 
following headings. 
 
Fair Trade and CSA as new social movements 
 
This case study demonstrates that in accordance with NSM theories, the mobilizations by 
the study participants on issues of Fair Trade and CSA can be considered NSMs. In 
Chapter Six, empirical evidence was provided to show that collective action did not 
centre on issues of economic redistribution and ownership characteristic of ‘old’ class-
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based social movements of the industrial era (Calhoun, 1993; Tucker, 1991). Typical of 
NSMs, the study participants engaged in non-conventional political channels of farmers’ 
markets, Fair Trade fairs, LETS and permaculture, preferring loose, non-hierarchical 
organizational forms to express social protest.  
 
To explain the emergence of the social phenomena of Fair Trade and CSA in Hong Kong, 
I have drawn on a number of NSM theories that use different models of societal totalities 
as a contextual backdrop to account for the development of contemporary forms of 
collective action. At the core of these theories is structural change which has been argued 
to decrease conflict by the industrial classes on labour and distribution issues and shift the 
focus to quality of life issues of postmaterialism. These theories also attempt to make 
causal connections between these new forms of conflict and a specific societal totality 
variously defined as postmaterial, postindustrial, post-Fordist, programmed or 
technocratic.  
 
I consider the work of Habermas, Beck and Giddens as particularly useful explaining 
why the study participants chose to engage in a cultural conflict over food production and 
consumption issues. From a Habermasian perspective, the mobilizations of Fair Trade 
and CSA can be interpreted as resistance to the colonizing effects of the lifeworld by 
specific institutions such as the WTO and HKSAR. According to Habermas’s theory of 
modernity, the lifeworld in contemporary society is continually under threat by the 
instrumental rationality of market forces and bureaucracies. Communicative action, 
which is about people talking with each other and coming to a common understanding 
about issues, is central to his argument and forms the basis of all action. In the public and 
private spheres, communication is increasingly disrupted and dominated by powerful 
social actors such as industries and social institutions. The adoption of systems of 
instrumentality to govern the economy has led to a reduction in communicative action 
causing a legitimation crisis. By this he means that people have lost confidence in social 
institutions which are meant to serve their best interests and garner their support and 
loyalty.  
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The CSA participants’ opposition to the government over its policy on sustainable 
development and organic farming can be seen as a legitimation crisis in agriculture. They 
were seeking to defend and restore what they conceived to be an endangered way of 
agricultural life rooted in pre-modern and communitarian values (Kaltoft, 1993). The 
participants perceived organic farming as a traditional practice that has been replaced by 
modernistic approaches to farming. As one CSA farmer articulated, organic farming is 
what all farming should be. They were concerned that the dominant discourse of farming 
in the public and political spheres was one of instrumental rationality based on the 
prudent management of natural resources and environment. CSA participants believed 
that the modernization of Hong Kong has led to the rationalization of the organic food 
sector which is undesirable. For local farmers, this meant increased pressure from the 
government to adopt a modernistic approach to farming making them more reliant on 
government institutions to provide technical expertise on how to increase output.         
 
According to Habermas, NSMs are new forms of conflicts which question the ‘grammar 
of forms of life’ and the CSA participants’ opposition to the government on agricultural 
and environmental issues can be interpreted as such. He speaks of two types of NSMs – 
emancipatory and resistance types which can be defined as movements which seek ‘the 
defence of traditional and social rank (based on property) and a defence that already 
operates on the basis of a rationalized lifeworld and tries out new ways of co-operating 
and living together’ (Habermas, 1987:394). Both the CSA and Fair Trade food network 
can be categorized as a ‘resistance’ type social movements in the sense that what was of 
importance was not so much obtaining power or control from their named adversaries, 
but the right to express an alternative viewpoint. 
 
In a similar vein to Habermas, Beck (1992) and Giddens (1994) offer explanations for the 
emergence of NSMs based on the separation of the public and private spheres. They see 
this separation as one of the central principles governing modern day political life. For 
Beck, modern society is a risk society. He argues that risk in modern society has been 
generated by the process of reflexive modernization, is global in nature, unpredictable 
and incalculable. Unlike industrial society whereby attributing causality to risk and 
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apportioning blame was possible, this is no longer the case in modern, risk societies. In 
Beck’s account of the rise of NSMs, he argues that the core of environmental politics 
stems from the radical delegitimization of the ‘safety state’ and the collapse of 
conventional modes of insuring safety and security. He uses the notion of the safety state 
to describe the relationship between the state institutions and political system to maintain 
the environmental safety of its citizens. However, the global nature and transmission of 
modern day risks often render them socially invisible and untrackable which means they 
need to be identified and made aware of if they are to be perceived as an environmental 
threat. Raising the awareness of risk involves a process of scientific argument and 
cultural contestation hence the politics of risk is inextricably linked to the politics of 
knowledge and scientific expertise. The problem arises when states, in their inability to 
secure the safety of its citizens from ecological risks, may seek to obscure the origins and 
consequences of risk which Beck refers to as ‘organized irresponsibility’. This can lead to 
behaviour by state institutions of hiding their tracks or pledging promises ensuring safety 
and security. Similarly, Giddens, who was influenced by Beck, links the rise of NSMs 
with increased risk perception resulting from the processes of modernization, 
individualization and detraditionalization in the spheres of work, family life and self-
identity.  
 
In Chapter Six it was shown that the participants’ highly reflexive nature made them 
particularly sensitive to the identification of risks associated with industrialized forms of 
food production. This concern was based on the regular occurrence of food scares 
reported in Hong Kong, particularly over food imported from Mainland China. The 
participants’ mobilization around food safety issues is an example of an environmental 
oriented politics in response to the increased presence and perception of food risks in 
Hong Kong. With the rising number of food scares over food imported from China, the 
participants identified food safety as a major concern in the domestic food market. The 
difficulty in detecting food contaminants is an example of the social invisibility of food 
risks as the case of melamine in milk proved (Pei et al, 2011). The study participants’ 
heightened awareness of food risks is consistent with the literature that the reflexively 
educated middle class are more prone to reflect on the problems around them and be 
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affected by risk (Beck, 1992). It has been suggested that the highly reflexive nature of the 
participants’ can be attributed to the breakdown in ontological security (Giddens, 1991; 
1994) and, together with their perceptions of risk, this was a major factor influencing the 
decision to leave their city jobs to become organic farmers, supporters of CSA or Fair 
Traders.   
 
Moreover, self-reflexivity led to CSA participants to engage in consciousness-raising 
activities such as the promotion of ‘green’ practices at farmers’ markets highlight food 
risks associated with productivist methods. Essentially, they were engaged in a politics of 
knowledge over what constitutes safe food and is associated with quality and how it is 
defined by different social actors. The participants’ general mistrust towards the 
government and institutions responsible for legislation food standards and regulations 
demonstrates the loss of confidence in the safety state. These bureaucracies cannot cope 
with the continual rising number of incidents involving food poisoning, fraudulent 
products and food contaminants of food form China and therefore can no longer 
guarantee the food safety of Hong Kong citizens.  
 
Another macro-level social theorist offering an explanation for the emergence of NSMs is 
Inglehart who argues that contemporary forms of conflict represent a value shift in 
society from materialism to postmaterialism. Consistent with Inglehart’s postmaterial 
thesis discussed in the literature review, the study participants’ placed an emphasis on 
postmaterial quality of life issues relating to the food production and consumption and 
the environment. However, it was shown in Chapter Six that the participants often had to 
balance material considerations of price with postmaterial concerns of ecological and 
social embeddedness in the economic exchange process embeddedness (Hinrichs, 2000; 
Kirwan, 2006). These study findings are consistent with the studies on grassroots 
activism who argue that postmaterial issues can never be fully be disentangled from 
material concerns (Brooks and Manza, 1994; Carroll and Ratner, 1996). In this regard, I 
am in agreement with these scholars that it is not appropriate to categorize NSMs purely 
along distinct postmaterial versus material designations as it overlooks the existence of 
more complex configurations.  
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A major criticism of Inglehart’s postmaterial thesis and macro-level analyzes in general is 
that they do not adequately address the relationship between values and action. From a 
macro-level perspective, NSMs are interpreted as a response to social totalities such as 
modernity characterized by capitalist markets, bureaucratic states, instrumental rationality 
etc. thereby ignoring a micro-level focus on culture, identity and quality of life issues. In 
his criticism of Inglehart, Goldblatt (1996) points out that his work does not examine the 
extent to which values are actively shaped by new ideas and argues that postmaterial 
orientations should not be seen simply as a collection of values. His comment is valid to 
all NSM macro-level theories and increasingly, scholars have recognized that the 
decision to act collectively is not contingent on values alone but depends on the 
participants’ complex evaluation of the opportunities and constraints for action. These 
strands of NSM theories have directed attention to the study of the social actor and the 
social context of meaning-making whereby the individual is conceptualized as socially 
embedded and engaged in the social construction of protest (McClurg Mueller, 1992).   
They conceptualize culture more as a ‘toolkit’ (Swidler, 1986) or cognitive apparatus 
(Eyerman & Jamison, 1991) through which social actors can make sense of their social 
world. From this perspective, it is possible to understand why some value systems lead to 
collective actions and others do not hence is more appropriate for analyzing and 
understanding the emergence of Fair Trade and CSA in Hong Kong.   
 
In Chapters Six and Seven it was shown that the participants utilized framing techniques 
to transform their individual values into collective ones. For example, in linking the 
recent food scares in Hong Kong to the problems associated with the conventional food 
production system, the participants used a selective frame to identify an adversary. They 
had effectively diagnosed a problem, imposed their own interpretation on it and attributed 
it with meaning. Next, by highlighting the production and consumption of organic food 
products as the solution, they presented a moral and utopian alternative opening up a 
space through which resistance and action can occur. In this sense, the mobilizations 
around Fair Trade and CSA were not random but specifically organized by the 
participants to have a distinct ideological outlook. Farmers’ markets, LETS and Fair 
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Trade fairs became sites of food activism through which oppositional discourses on 
organic farming and just trade were socially constructed by the participants. 
 
In accordance with NSM theories, the activities of the participants in the Fair Trade and 
CSA food networks was largely concerned with symbolic production (Benford and Hunt, 
1992) which was linked to practices. These were sense-making activities designed to 
encourage the educated Hong Kong middle class to align their value system with the 
movement goals and aims (Snow et al, 1986). This was shown in Chapter Six where the 
participants successfully bridged middle class concerns over food safety with food 
quality associated with organic food and farming. Similarly, religious frames were 
elaborated by some participants to appeal to the institutionalized culture of a specific 
group of people within their social network. This demonstrates the importance of the role 
of religion as a source of symbols and identity which can be drawn upon to mobilize 
collective action as the example of the Civil Rights movement in America has proved 
(McAdam, 1996). 
 
In addition to the use of interpretive frames, the participants drew on emotions as another 
strategy to move people towards collective action. Emotions help individuals to focus on 
specific aspects of the social world and in this case study, the participants sought to 
generate feelings such as anger towards the perceived degradation of Hong Kong’s 
environment and the injustices of unfair trading. In one sense, Farmers’ markets, Fair 
Trade fairs etc. can be seen as forms of drama (Benford and Hunt, 1992) through which 
the participants skilfully used emotions to influence the general public’s interpretation of 
these social realities. Moreover, emotions also had the effect of building solidarity within 
the networks through emotional attunement and developing loyalties to one another based 
on shared values and interests. The use of moral shocks (Jasper, 2000) by the participants 
served to generate emotions of injustice which facilitated the recruitment and 
radicalization of new and existing members within the food networks.  
 
The participants’ engagement in cultural and symbolic production in relation to organic 
agriculture and Fair Trade was not a precondition for social protest but a constituent part 
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(Melucci, 1989; Rupp & Taylor, 2003). Cultural and symbolic production was clearly 
dynamic and the participants’ focus was often on the process itself. The participants 
involvement in dense, ‘submerged networks’ (Melucci, 1989:35) facilitated an 
interweaving of personal experiences, values and beliefs and helped them to formulate 
new perspectives on food production and trade. The porous boundaries and relatively 
small size of the two food networks facilitated the transmission of new ideas causing 
some Fair Traders to revise their ideology in the light of new information. In this sense, 
the food networks of Fair Trade and CSA fit the description of a NSM as proposed by 
Melucci (1989) that they operate more as cultural laboratories than standing armies. The 
small informal groups forming part of the network were ‘cultural laboratories’ (Melucci, 
1989) in which the participants experimented with new styles of living and ways of 
interpreting the social world. These included CSA participants’ interpretations over the 
meanings of sustainable development, determination of food quality and Fair Traders 
opposition to the hegemony of global free trade and its exploitative practices. In other 
words, they were involved in the production of new cultural codes (Melucci, 1989) 
relating to food production and consumption in Hong Kong. This flow shows the capacity 
of the participants for self-reflexivity which was evident through the continual shaping of 
values and beliefs on issues they had collectively identified. This led to the participants 
often questioned the meanings of what should be done which is another characteristic of 
NSMs (Cohen, 1985; Melucci, 1994).  
 
Globalization 
 
The data from this case study strongly suggests that the Fair Trade and CSA food 
networks can be considered social movements pursuing a strategy re-framing 
globalization as a ‘globalization from below’ (Falk, 1997). Ideologically, the participants 
did not accept that globalization is an inevitable and natural process for which there is no 
alternative (TINA) form of progress. In the literature, globalization is considered a partial 
and contested process, involving a simultaneity of multiple, partial time-space 
configurations that allow social life to be global as well as local (Amin & Thrift, 1992; 
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Whatmore & Thorne, 1997). For McMichael (1996:112), globalization is ‘an animated 
political project of world economic management orchestrated by a regiment of capitalist 
institutions including transnational corporations (TNC’s)’. Seen from this perspective, the 
Fair Trade and CSA food networks acted as spaces of resistance through the participants’ 
adoption of alternative values, beliefs, lifestyles and practices and by maintaining control 
over their lives. 
 
Anti-capitalist sentiment was strongest among CSA participants which I suggest is an 
outcome of an anti-reformist ideology. Generally, CSA participants were more 
radicalized than Fair Traders in the sense they had adopted more drastic measures to alter 
their lives such as practising self-sufficiency, adoption of green practices, migrating to 
the rural hinterland, living simply and engaging in alternative forms of recreation e.g. 
weekend farming as opposed to shopping in a mall. It was clear they were influenced by 
alternative philosophies of humankind’s relationship with nature and for some, this 
entailed ‘dropping out’ of Hong Kong society to work as organic farmers in the New 
Territories (Halfacree, 2006). They were driven by the need to live off the land using 
their hands to produce food that was both good to think about and consume (Tovey, 
1997). In this sense, CSA can be seen as a counter-urbanization as well as a sustainable 
agriculture movement within the broader counter-globalization movement which is 
effectively the ‘movement of many movements’ (Klein, 2001 inlow davenport317).  
 
Essentially, CSA seeks autonomy from neoliberal political institutions and its regulations 
and standards as well as the mainstream market through building direct agricultural 
marketing connections with grassroots actors. Hence, it can be considered an anti-
systemic and anti-capitalist movement adopting a bottom-up rather than top-down 
approach to development. Resistance took the form of turning away from productivist, 
standardized and industrialized food provisioning systems with a focus on issues of food 
quality. CSA participants did not believe globalization had increased consumer choice in 
the sense that they did not believe consumers are not offered food products providing 
information on the social and environmental conditions of food production. Rather, they 
believed consumers are given the illusion of choice based on the different brands offered 
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by the food industry and according to Starr (2005), this amounts to offering force and not 
choice.  
 
I suggest that the practices and rhetoric of CSA participants at farmers’ markets were a 
strategy to divert consumers away from the convenience-oriented and technized food 
distribution channels of supermarkets. Through the creation of enchantment at farmers’ 
markets, the participants actively sought to focus consumers’ attention to food, its 
qualities, preparation, production and association with local traditions e.g. dumplings for 
Autumn Festival. The idea was to link experiences of wonderment, mystery and magic 
with the consumption of organic foods to combat MacDonaldization of local food sector. 
(Ritzer, 1999). In this sense, CSA is a counter-movement to grobalization which refers to 
a construct of ‘imperialistic ambitions of nations, corporations, organizations and the like, 
and their desire and need to impose themselves on various geographic areas’ (Ritzer, 
2003:192). In the global food economy, corporations are forever seeking to expand its 
market shares and profit margins which is facilitated by the process of globalization. The 
Fordist model of food production and distribution of highly standardized, rationalized 
products to markets around the world including Hong Kong have de-territorialized the 
market place. Moreover, food has had its substantive content removed through 
commodification and this, argues Ritzer, creates a market economy of ‘nothings’ because 
food is devoid of cultural meaning and no longer tied to place or the demands of local 
tastes. This concern was raised by CSA participants who were critical of the 
homogenizing effects of globalized fast food chains such as MacDonalds and Starbucks 
which were replacing traditional tea houses and small restaurants throughout Hong Kong. 
The effect of globalization on Hong Kong’s food landscape demonstrates the extent of 
power global food corporates can exercise in shaping the cultural dimensions of 
consumption by standardizing and controlling our desires making us think we have 
control. However, this case study has shown that CSA, through re-territorializing, re-
enchanting and de-colonizing food production and consumption, attempts to lift the 
ideological veil of capitalist consumption from consumers and sensitize them to the 
environmental, social and cultural costs imposed by standardized, rationalized, 
industrialized food production.    
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In contrast to CSA, Fair Trade’s production and consumption politics is rooted in a 
reformist ideology. The problem with this, as the literature and interview data have 
shown, is that it makes Fair Trade vulnerable to corporate co-optation. CSA participants 
and two Fair Traders were critical that the movement’s strategy of mainstreaming has led 
to the movement working with, rather than ‘in and against the market’ (Barrett-Brown, 
1993:87). The participants highlighted a contested space within the Fair Trade movement 
that centres on the ‘oppositional discourse of purity and growth’ (Regnier, 2001 quoted in 
Renard, 2003:92). In its drive to expand market share, the Fair Trade movement has 
embarked on a project of mainstreaming forming alliances with transnational food 
corporates, supermarkets, distributors and retailers. The problem with this is that Fair 
Trade can potentially lose its legitimacy as a counter globalization movement as it 
increasingly adopts discourses of adoption, assimilation and appropriation (Low and 
Davenport, 2006). The interview data revealed two major concerns, one relating to 
certification and the other to appropriation or co-optation by transnationals. It needs to be 
emphasized that the role of certification cannot be understated as it is central to the 
functioning of the Fair Trade system.  It was demonstrated in this case study that 
certification not only facilitates consumers in identifying, Fair Trade products, but more 
importantly, creates solidarity linking consumers with producers through embedded 
ethical, political and discursive networks (Goodman, 2004). However, it did not 
discriminate on the basis of ideology hence the consumer could not tell the difference 
between profit-motivated and non-profit organizations selling Fair Trade products e.g. 
Starbucks and Fair Taste. Similarly, consumers shopping for organic produce in 
supermarkets could not discriminate between certified Mainland and locally produced 
organic produce which had the negative consequence of putting local producers at a 
competitive disadvantage. The fact that transnational corporations can carry the Fair 
Trade logo, even though at least 5% of their coffee is Fair Trade, has meant that they can 
appropriate the Fair Trade concept to clean wash their image (Murray and Raynold, 2000; 
Renard, 2003; Low and Davenport, 2006). The idea of image laundering was a major 
concern for a couple of Fair Traders who questioned whether this would lead to the 
dilution of the movement’s original vision and goals. Moreover, they questioned that as a 
consequence of mainstreaming, whether the movement could maintain a theoretical and 
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practical alternative to unfair global trading and the hegemony of corporate capital. This 
case study has shown that certification is the main arena in which meaning and moral 
integrity was contested by both Fair Traders and CSA participants. However, unlike 
CSA, certification is crucial to Fair Trade’s moral power. The issue over certification 
needs to be addressed if Fair Trade is to play a more central role in seeking to advance 
the interests of Southern produces as it engages with other movements within the 
counter-globalization movement.   
 
The middle class and NSMs 
 
According to some NSM theorists, (Parkin, 1968; Gouldner, 1979; Inglehart, 1990;), 
social change has produced a new stratum of the middle class who, as a result of their 
social location and the resources they possess, play a central role in the emergence of 
NSMs. Empirical studies based on survey data on environmental and peace movements 
in Australia, UK, Europe and USA have shown that high levels of postmaterialism can be 
found among a particular segment of the educated middle class, i.e. those employed in 
non-productivist work (Inglehart, 1997; Inglehart and Norris, 2003). In Australia, Tranter 
(1996) found that the well-educated, new middle class tend to be over-represented in 
environmental movements and that social location was a better predictor of activism than 
commitment to environmental causes, i.e. passive members offering support through 
signing petitions. Moreover, the correlation between the consumption of high culture and 
environmental activism implies that alternative lifestyles may be related to 
environmentalism.  
 
Similarly, UK and European studies including the work of Cotgrove and Duff (1980) in 
the UK and Rohrschneider (1988) in Western Europe showed that the affluent, well-
educated middle class are over-represented in environmental movements. These 
individuals had strong postmaterial orientations choosing to work in occupations that ‘do 
not involve direct commitment to the goals and values of industrialism and are congruent 
with their generally anti-industrial sentiments’ (Cotgrove and Duff, 1980:102). The 
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empirical evidence therefore strongly suggests a link between green politics and the 
middle class which suggests that the middle class are more likely to take part in collective 
action (Rohrschneider, 1988; Dalton, 1992, Norris, 2002). With regard to the Fair Trade, 
CSA and the organics movement, studies in North America and Europe have shown that 
these movements tend to attract the largely self-reflexive, ethically-conscious middle 
class consumer (Hinrichs & Kremer, 2002; Goodman, 2004; Dupuis & Goodman, 2005; 
Lyon, 2006; Guthman, 2008; Jarosz, 2008; Hussey & Curnow, 2013). This observation 
has led to critiques raising the problem of a middle class politics that is potentially 
undemocratic, unrepresentative and has been described as a defensive militant 
particularism by Dupuis and Goodman (2005). This topic is discussed further in a section 
of this chapter under the heading of ‘politics of perfection’.     
 
In Chapter Four it was discussed how the structural changes in Hong Kong society was 
accompanied by the growth of the service sector and the emergence of the new middle 
class. The new middle class tend to be well educated with high levels of cultural, 
economic and technical resources and are qualitatively different from the traditional 
middle class who have been often described as highly materialistic, hedonistic and 
inwardly-looking. Consistent with Cotgrove and Duff’s (1980) findings, all the 
participants in this case study had jobs in the non-productive sector. They were mostly 
educated to university level, having grown up during Hong Kong’s period of rapid 
economic growth and prosperity which, according to Inglehart, would have led to a 
diminished concern with self and an increased moral and political orientation towards 
one’s own aesthetic needs, the needs of others and the environment. Typically, their 
postmaterial value orientation led them to choose to work in the creative industries and 
social welfare that are less self-centred and materialist. On this basis, it is my contention 
that Inglehart’s argument linking postmaterialism with collective action offers a 
convincing partial explanation of why the mobilizations around Fair Trade and CSA, 
have been largely taken up by the well-educated, middle class in Hong Kong.  
 
A notable characteristic of the study participants was that they were not rank and file 
members but acted as the intellectual leaders of the Fair Trade and CSA food networks. 
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This finding is consistent with studies in the UK and Western Europe where it has been 
shown that the middle class tend to hold positions of intellectual authority in 
environmental and ethnic movements (Smith, 1981; Diani, 1995). Diani’s (1995) analysis 
of the Italian green networks found that the highly educated new middle class held the 
highest positions within the environmental movement bringing their unique sets of 
competencies to bear on their work. In this vein, I suggest that as a result of the 
participants’ middle class habitus, they were able to become cultural experts having 
acquired specific knowledge on food production by reading, conducting personal 
research and learning from others within the food networks. This knowledge had the 
effect of shifting their priorities and perception of priorities of what is important in life as 
well as sensitizing them to the risks associated with productivist, industrialized food and 
agriculture systems. Hence, they became the intellectual elite within Fair Trade and CSA 
using their knowledge to frame issues relating to food production and consumption as 
social problems. It is therefore clear there is an undeniable relationship between the level 
of education of the participants and their engagement in social movement activities. This 
finding suggests that higher education provides the intellectual skills needed to foster the 
development of democratic and anti-authoritarian sets of values and beliefs and is evident 
particularly in the new middle class fraction (Bagguley, 1992; Inglehart, 1990; Offe, 
1985; Pakulski, 1995; Rootes, 1995).  
 
However, what distinguished this study group from their new middle class peers was that 
they were highly radicalized and politicized perceiving themselves as agents of change. 
CSA participants valorized localism in their establishment of farmers’ markets promoting 
ethical forms of production and consumption and food sustainability and framed as a 
counter-hegemony to globalization. As discussed in Chapter Four, the intensification of 
globalization since the 1970’s led to Hong Kong’s steady decline in agriculture as land 
available for food production was continually appropriated by the government for 
economic development. Hong Kong’s capacity to provide fresh vegetables was no longer 
possible and is heavily dependent on imported food, especially Mainland China. The 
mobilization by the participants at farmers markets can be seen as form of resistance to 
Fordist mass production of placeless, standardized and culturally homogenized foods 
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which characterizes the global capitalist food system (Murdoch and Miele, 1999; 
Murdoch et al, 2000).  
 
The Hong Kong CSA food network shares similarities with those of Taiwan and 
Mainland China in that food and environmental activism is also a growing trend among 
the well-educated middle class. The ‘Southern Green Revolution’ in Taiwan consists of 
streams of activisms organized around issues of environmental protection, sustainable 
agriculture, human rights and democracy (Lee, 2007:25). The academic literature on CSA 
and environmentalism in Taiwan is sparse, but non-academic literature (Henderson, 
2010) indicates that segments of the Taiwanese educated middle class are increasingly 
adopting rural lifestyles, giving up professional jobs to work as farmers in CSA co-
operatives.  
 
Similarly in Mainland China, the middle classes have also been turning to CSA farming 
but on a smaller scale. According to Shi (2011), widespread food safety issues have 
raised concerns by the affluent middle class over the sustainability of China’s rural 
development. The industrialization of the globalized food system has led to problems in 
peasant agriculture whereby it is increasingly forced to change to sustainable practices 
driven by a modernist discourse, for example by adopting third party certification. As 
noted by Shi (2011), the response to this has led to the emergence of a grassroots 
movement that is values-driven and committed to building community and organic 
cultivation methods, particularly by the middle class. Consequently, CSA farms have 
begun appearing on the edges of major Chinese cities, particularly Beijing, facilitating 
direct access by affluent, middle class consumers to fresh organic produce.  
 
As found in this case study, a small but growing number of the middle classes in Taiwan 
and Mainland China are choosing to become organic farmers sharing the same profile as 
the study participants: having high levels of educational and cultural attainments, a high 
quality of life, sharing similar value orientations, lifestyles and self-evaluations (Chen & 
Yi, 2004; Wu & Yang, 2006). Many are involved in educational outreaches encouraging 
others to join CSA or start up their own community gardens. This lifestyle change by 
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segments of the Taiwanese and Mainland Chinese middle class parallels that of Hong 
Kong demonstrating that specific lifestyles are associated with NSMs.  
 
Moreover, it shows that regionally, among the ethnic Chinese population, there is a trend 
towards politicizing rural lifestyles linking it to alternative modes food production and 
consumption. Embedded in the CSA vision is a critique of what constitutes the ‘good 
life’ at both the personal and societal level. It is also a critique of unlimited growth and 
consumption. This case study indicates that CSA model for marketing fresh, locally 
raised produce that at the same time generates social and environmental responsibility, is 
gaining ground in Hong Kong. This is an optimistic sign but it remains to be seen as to 
how effective grassroots mobilizations such as CSA can have on bringing about social 
change through altered consumption habits. 
 
Politics of perfection 
 
In AFN literature, the middle class in the USA have been criticized for a politics of 
perfection that stems from their dominant social class position and ethnicity. Lipsitz 
(1998) terms this white middle class politics as the ‘possessive investment in whiteness’, 
an unmarked category that is socially invisible. Possessive investment is associated with 
the monopolization of economic and cultural resources, which is not dissimilar to 
Bourdieu’s notion of the habitus, enabling the middle class to propose ideas and ways of 
living as normal. As pointed out by Dupuis (2002), the status of milk as a perfect food 
was made possible only by white middle class reformers seeking to improve the health of 
the general population. Similarly in this case study, the middle class participants had 
socially constructed right ways of eating and buying food i.e. eat local organic and Fair 
Trade food, support farmers’ markets, boycott supermarkets etc. They had also 
constructed a rural imaginary of Hong Kong which embraces a possessive investment in 
local or regional food and farming traditions. Here, local  rather than Mainland farmers 
were privileged by their connection to the development of vibrant, local communities 
fostering new forms of social, environmental and economic relationships. There was a 
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tendency by the participants to romanticize the countryside, often portraying it as a rural 
idyll or a form of re-peasantization (Halfacree, 1997; 2000; Barham, 2002; Guthman, 
2008). Through the participants’ rhetoric of defensive politics of localization, they were 
seeking to impose their utopian ideals of a better world is possible, on the middle class.  
 
Regional identity 
 
CSA participants’ politics of defensive localization can also linked to identity 
construction which I suggest was a strategy used to consolidate a regional Hong Kong 
identity as distinct from a Mainland Chinese identity. Localization, within the context of 
globalization, has been recognized as a powerful means for developing territorial 
competition between regions but it can also lead to xenophobic tendencies (Harvey, 
1985; Cox, 2002; Winter, 2003). Through organic certification, regional competition 
between local and Mainland organic farmers resulted in xenophobic sectionalism 
expressed through the CSA rhetoric of ‘buy local’. The ‘othering’ of Mainland farmers 
can be seen as a strategy for constructing a regional Chinese identity based on a politics 
of localism. Identity construction is central to NSMs and in this regard, CSA participants’ 
politics of localization/regionalization can also be seen as a politics of identity. In 
attempting to create a protective territories through farmers’ markets, LETs and so on, 
they resisted not only the forces of globalization, but assimilation of a local Hong Kong 
identity into a Mainland Chinese identity.     
 
As mentioned earlier in this chapter, a main concern of the participants was the regular 
occurrence of food scares in Hong Kong, particularly over food imported from Mainland 
China. Their heightened awareness of food risks is consistent with the literature stating 
that the reflexively educated middle class are more prone to reflect on the problems 
around them and be affected by risk (Beck, 1992, Giddens, 1994). In the literature, 
increasing ontological insecurity is associated with the breakdown of traditional society 
causing the middle class, in particular, to find their own biographical solutions as a means 
of coping with new problems emerging in society. It is argued by Beck and Giddens that 
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as a consequence of reflexive modernization, social relations have been reconfigured 
such that class and class consciousness are now replaced by individualism (Beck; 1992; 
Giddens, 1994). In effect, social life has been depoliticized along class lines and replaced 
with a sub-politics of individual life politics to become the main focus of political conflict 
in contemporary societies (Beck 1992; Giddens, 1994; Lash and Urry, 1987). Hence, the 
perception of food risks by the participants can be seen as a consequence of the process 
of reflexive modernization affecting Hong Kong society. It is my contention that the 
highly reflexive nature of the participants’ can be attributed in part to the breakdown of 
their ontological security. Consequently, as a means of compensation, the participants 
made the decision to leave their city jobs to become organic farmers and supporters of 
CSA or Fair Traders.  
 
Work 
 
The capacity for self- reflection led many of the participants to ponder the meaning of 
work. Collectively, they came to the belief that work needed to be satisfying and 
rewarding serving the greater good of humankind. It was clear from the interview data 
that many of the study participants were unhappy in their previous jobs finding that they 
restricted personal creativity and freedom to determine one’s own pace of work. I suggest 
that for these participants, work had lost its qualitative rich and substantive meaning in 
terms of its relation to community and personal needs. Rather than use their skills and 
resources to produce specific things for themselves, work had become abstract, 
rationalized and formal. Some participants began to resent working under conditions 
where they had no control over their means of production, submitting to wage-labour 
purely to earn a living in order to purchase consumption goods to satisfy their needs. In 
accordance with Marx’s account of the division of labour, they were experiencing 
alienation in the sense that the ways of relating to others, things and the environment had 
become abstract and devoid of meaning. As workers of wage labour, they had also 
become consumers drawn into a consumer culture that perpetuates the capitalist system. 
Moreover, they had become integrated into a Fordist system of work operating as a cog in 
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the wheel, which despite its offer of good living wages, was not sufficient to address the 
participants’ feelings of alienation and purposelessness. According to Aglietta (1979), 
Fordism creates a consumer culture which constitutes a form of bribe in that workers are 
free to indulge in the sphere of consumption in exchange for accepting rationalization, 
alienation and lack of control in their work life.   
 
It is my contention that the participants’ decision to earn a living from organic farming or 
Fair Trade can be seen as a reaction to Fordist modes of work whereby the separation of 
production from consumption leads to the latter being structured by the worker’s life in 
production. I suggest that the participants’ subordination to the process of rationalization 
in the workplace led to self-reflexivity and the search for meaning which they could not 
find from their jobs. Fordism transforms the labour process by ensuring that consumption 
is perpetuated through the reproduction of the labour force. Fordist modes of regulation 
are fundamental to capitalism to produce consumption norms, wage levels and demand 
within an endless cycle of reproduction. It is of relevance in the context of Hong Kong in 
that consumption, as determined by material interests, markets and commodities, has 
become the raison d’etre for much of Hong Kong society. According to Williamson 
(1978), advertising masks the true structure of society by replacing class with the 
distinctions made by the consumption of manufactured goods and is overlaid with 
capitalist ideology. This consumer culture is false in that social relations mediated by 
goods through advertising are based on images rather than material and structural reality.  
CSA participants sought to rectify this situation by working as producers as a means of 
shifting attention away from consumption to production. Working as CSA farmers not 
only re-embedded them in social and ecological relations, but circumvented the Fordist 
mode of regulation such that they could regain control over work and substantive 
meaning. The participants’ ability to produce commodities for themselves and for others 
was important, giving them a sense of satisfaction and accomplishment. These goods, 
whether they were organic vegetables or Fair Trade products had both symbolic and use-
value forming the substantive side of the economy, which was effectively a moral one. In 
this sense, the participants were different from other segments of the middle class being 
more interested in defining themselves through the process of production than by what 
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they consume. This is not to say that they were not engaged in social differentiation 
through consumption, but that production processes were equally important as 
consumption in the formation of identity and is the focus of next section.  
 
Gender 
 
A notable feature of this case study was that two thirds of the participants involved in the 
Fair Trade and CSA food networks were women. Although none specifically cited gender 
as influencing their choices and decisions, gendered attitudes were evident which I 
suggest facilitated participation in the food networks. Two CSA participants linked their 
lived experiences as home-makers and mothers to food activism based on concerns for 
their families’ health and well-being in response to growing food scares. For the other 
women in the study, I suggest that a reason for their participation stems from their lived 
experiences bringing them into close proximity to food and its preparation which is 
different from men. In confronting toxins chemicals contaminating food and the 
environment, I suggest that these women felt empowered to make a change through their 
involvement in Fair Trade and CSA working as food activists.  
 
Identity and class 
 
It is through new social movements or, more precisely, collective action, that the 
collective identity of the group is socially constructed (Johnston, 1994; 2009; Melucci, 
1989; Touraine, 1981; Touraine, Dubet, Wieviorka & Strzeleck, 1983) In this case study 
it is my contention that the participants were actively involved in the food networks of 
Fair Trade and CSA as a means of constructing a social identity that involves making 
claims to social distinction. Bourdieu uses the key term distinction to capture a sense of 
classification schemes by which objects can be distinguished whilst also produce 
meanings that denote or achieve distinction within hierarchical social relations. In other 
words, consumption is a cultural process and the way in which we can exercise and show 
our distinction is through specific tastes and styles. Taste, therefore, is not an individual 
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preference but is structured socially. For Bourdieu (1984), taste is a cultural arbitrary but 
not in the sense of possessing intrinsic value, but by being classifiable and this involves 
social processes. He argues that taste is socially arbitrary and correlates with social 
divisions, particularly class.  
 
In Chapters Six and Seven, the participants’ adoption of values, beliefs, practices and 
lifestyles was a means by which this subaltern middle fraction could socially distinguish 
themselves from the traditional middle class according to taste. One of the ways they 
sought to achieve this was through altering the rules of classification relating to taste, 
social practices and lifestyles related to food production and consumption. For example, 
consuming Fair Trade and organic food products was promoted by the participants not 
only as ethical, but as products of social distinction. It is my contention that by appealing 
to their moral sensibilities was one strategy for transforming the traditional middle class 
into ethical consumers. The participants were aware that having social distinction is 
important in Hong Kong society which is highly status-conscious and consumerist. As 
discussed in Chapter Five, the absence of cultural aristocrats in Hong Kong led to the 
formation of a society that is highly materialistic and one where wealth and specific 
objects are key markers of social distinction. I suggest that the participants were seeking 
to promote Fair Trade and organic products as markers of social distinction, particularly 
for the traditional middle class. According to Bourdieu, the habitus is important for 
socially organizing sets of preferences which are expressed as predispositions. In this 
regard, the participants’ engagement in educational activities promoting Fair Trade and 
CSA can be seen as strategy for transforming the traditional middle class habitus. For this 
strategy to be successful, the participants were conscious of making Fair Trade and 
organic food products attractive to the traditional middle class by promoting them as 
markers of social distinction which could be classified as high or middle brow tastes 
(Bourdieu, 1984). In this sense, these products were promoted as alternative status 
symbols whereby the consumption of Fair Trade and organic foods could be seen as 
social practices signifying distinction. In the words of Bourdieu, ‘tastes classifies the 
classifier’ and I suggest it the participants emphasis on altering purchasing patterns was 
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through altering taste that participants intention to transform the habitus of  the traditional 
middle class (Bourdieu, 1984:121).     
 
Explanations for why Fair Trade and CSA have emerged in Hong Kong 
 
I now return full circle to answer why these groups of middle class participants are 
choosing to mobilize around Fair Trade and CSA. In engaging with NSM theories, I 
believe there are several possible explanations for the emergence of the social phenomena 
of Fair Trade and CSA in Hong Kong. First, utilizing the macro-level theories of 
Touraine (2000), Habermas (1987), Melucci (1989), Beck (1992) and Giddens (1991), 
the emergence of Fair Trade and CSA can be explained as a response to the social 
totalities of postmaterialism and postmodernity which occurred when Hong Kong 
underwent the process of deindustrialization from the late 1970’s. During this period of 
economic and political restructuring, Hong Kong’s role switched from a production to a 
postindustrial production site with its emphasis on corporate and financial services. 
Following the shift of manufacturing industries across the border to the Mainland, Hong 
Kong’s integration into the global economy was consolidated. These changes to the 
economy were accompanied by social changes causing the growth of a sizeable middle 
class which was voicing demands on personal liberties, guarantees from the government 
for a secure economic future and assurance that its lifestyle would be preserved. It is 
within this context that many NSMs such as the pro-democracy, urban and womens’ 
movements began to emerge and Fair Trade and CSA can be included in this group.      
 
Second, the rise of Fair Trade and CSA in Hong Kong can also be interpreted through the 
lens of the political process and resource mobilization theories discussed in the literature 
review, which local scholars Lui and Chui (2000) and Lai (2000) have used to analyze 
NSMs in Hong Kong. They argue that the emergence of collective action and social 
movements since the 1970’s is a consequence of the changing parameters of the political 
arena causing increased political opportunities for protest action. The development of 
political opportunities was particularly driven by the process of decolonization resulting 
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in the politicization of social conflict. Lui and Chiu (2000) state that in analysing social 
movements, it is important to understand the macro-politics shaping their development 
trajectories. While it is important to examine social movements within the broader 
politics of Hong Kong, a limitation of the political process approach is that it ignores the 
role of the movement actor and social context of meaning interpretation. This study 
extends earlier work on social movements in Hong Kong by adopting a social 
constructionist approach which was used because it allows for a micro, rather than macro, 
level of analysis of the participants’ mobilizations around issues of Fair Trade and CSA. 
One strength of using a cultural approach is that it recasts the social actor as centre stage 
and credits the role of values, ideology and identity in movement emergence. Previous 
studies on social movements in Hong Kong have adopted the political process approach 
which has been useful for analysing the emergence of movements from a political 
opportunities perspective. The advantage of a social constructionist approach is that it 
allows this case study to focus specifically on movement actors and the issues they have 
identified as a priority for collective action. In this regard, the case study offers a cultural 
explanation for why NSMs have emerged in Hong Kong in recent decades.  
 
I suggest that, the emergence of Fair Trade and CSA in Hong Kong can be seen unique 
example of class-based movement that specifically targets members of the middle class to 
bring about social and cultural transformation of this social stratum. Consistent with 
NSM theories that social movements are identity-seeking, the participants’ engagement 
in symbolic struggles to define meanings related to food production and consumption can 
also be seen as a struggle over identity. I contend the study participants can be 
categorized as an emerging new stratum of the middle class beset by anxieties typical of 
the middle class (Ehrenreich, 1990; Lui, 2005) needing to re-negotiate a new class 
identity as a strategy of coping in the midst of Hong Kong’s changing fortunes following 
the Asian and Global financial crises. The occurrence of several consecutive crises in 
Hong Kong were triggers prompting this group of participants to re-evaluate their lives, 
forcing them to make some radical changes to their lifestyles. In the literature, the Hong 
Kong middle class has been described as a social group beset by anxieties (Lui, 2005) 
and this anxiety is not restricted to the Hong Kong middle class but is a worldwide 
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phenomenon, particularly in advanced economies. Unfortunately, the middle class can 
never be assured of maintaining its social status in perpetuum living, as Ehrenreich 
(1990) puts it, in the constant ‘fear of falling’. This sentiment was expressed when one 
Fair Trader described herself more like the working class having to work hard just to 
maintain her middle class status of privilege in Hong Kong society. Through socially 
distancing or detaching themselves from their ascribed social position by involvement in 
the moral economies of Fair Trade and CSA, they could re-invent themselves as a 
cosmopolitan and caring middle class fraction by becoming the new ‘cultural gentry’ of 
Hong Kong. Ultimately, the participants were seeking to transform Hong Kong society 
by challenging the ideological foundation of conventional food production and 
consumption and working towards the realization of alternative food future based on 
ethical norms and values.     
           
Contribution of the research 
 
The study of social movements in Hong Kong is an under-researched area. As discussed 
earlier in the Context Chapter, there have been few studies investigating NSMs using a 
social constructionist framework (Lui & Chiu, 2000). This case study fills this research 
gap and contributes towards understanding the social and cultural dynamics of new social 
movements in contemporary societies, particularly within an Asian context. To date, 
much of social movement research has focussed on Western European societies with 
scant research devoted to exploring the social and cultural dimensions of collective action 
in Asian countries. The emergence of these forms of protest action were often analyzed 
by researchers utilizing the political process paradigm (Lai, 2000; Lui & Chiu, 2000) but 
this thesis has taken a different perspective and adopted a social constructionist or 
cultural approach to studying the social phenomena of Fair Trade and CSA in Hong 
Kong. This approach complements studies utilising political process theory as an 
analytical framework by shedding light on the cultural dimensions of collective action.  
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In adopting a micro-level sociological approach of analysing the study participants’ 
values, attitudes, motivations and identities, it has been possible to investigate some of 
the reasons why this social group is prompting social and cultural change in Hong Kong 
society. It has shown that studying the social movements of Fair Trade and CSA in Hong 
Kong is important for two reasons. First, these social phenomena provide unique 
opportunities or windows through which to examine different aspects of social life in 
Hong Kong. In particular, it is of interest to understand by why members of the middle 
class, who are normally politically reticent, are increasingly choosing to become more 
active in protest activities related to environmental and social justice concerns. In seeking 
to challenge the dominant values of Hong Kong society, these participants can be 
considered agents of social and cultural change which could have a profound influence 
on altering the assumed capitalist development trajectory of Hong Kong.  
 
Second, this study is important because it links social class with collective action and 
demonstrates class can is still of relevance in the analysis of contemporary social 
movements. In the literature review, it was discussed that opinion over a class analysis of 
social movements is divided. To date, there is no literature documenting exclusively 
middle class-based social movements, but studies of environmental movements both in 
Hong Kong and internationally have shown a high participation rate by members of the 
middle class (Bagguley, 1995; Cotgrove & Duff, 1980; Hills & Chan, 1997). The 
uniqueness of this study is that it demonstrates that mobilization around issues of Fair 
Trade and CSA, in the context of Hong Kong, is a middle class social phenomenon and 
provides evidence that class cannot be dismissed as an irrelevant explanatory category.  
 
Hence, this research project is of theoretical significance for extending the understanding 
of the relevance of class in new social movement theories, as previously class was 
conceptualized as an economic category and therefore provided little explanatory power 
for analysing NSMs. However, when class is conceptualized as a cultural category and as 
a social relationship of uneven power between different class fractions, it becomes a very 
useful concept in social movement analysis. The evidence provided by this thesis that the 
mobilizations of segments of the Hong Kong middle class can be seen as attempts to 
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define a social identity linked to class, suggests a reconsideration of class politics in 
collective action is needed. In utilising cultural frameworks, such as that provided by 
Bourdieu (1986), social movements can be analyzed from a class perspective as shown in 
this case study. Moreover, this case study has demonstrated that under specific 
conditions, collective action along class divisions can occur. The practices, lifestyles and 
value orientations of the study participants study were outward manifestations of a new 
habitus and expressions of a new social identity forged by this subaltern fragment of the 
middle class. Consequently, collective action can be seen as arising from the study 
participants’ new habitus playing a crucial role in affirming and reproducing the groups’ 
new social identity.  
 
Study limitations and further research 
 
Chapter Four highlighted some of the methodological issues associated with case studies 
and cross cultural research and I now turn to consider these concerns with regard to this 
research project. First, while qualitative methods of the case study approach proved 
useful for generating richness and roundedness of data for exploring participants’ 
meanings of consumption and the impact of neoliberal globalization on food systems, it 
provided only a ‘snapshot’ of the complex workings of the Fair Trade and CSA food 
networks in Hong Kong. Because the relationship between the Hong Kong middle class 
and its involvement in Fair Trade and CSA is a complex one, there is potential for on-
going research to probe more extensively in this area. Second, because of time and 
economic constraints, there was little scope for investigating consumer perceptions and 
attitudes at farmers’ markets to complement the interview data from the study 
participants. Third, as a self-reflexive researcher, I was aware that my position as a 
Western researcher and woman of mixed ethnicity from a middle class background, 
influenced the research in terms of the questions asked, who was selected for the study 
and on what basis, the analysis and re-presentation of the data. In particular, I did not 
want to approach the research from an orientalist (Said, 1979) perspective highlighting 
the social and cultural differences between the West i.e. Australia/UK and Hong Kong as 
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an abstract binary construction. Neither did I seek to portray the participants as the 
‘other’, as an object of research. Rather, my interest in investigating the participants’ 
involvement in Fair Trade and CSA can be seen as a quest to understand diversity and 
contradictions in AFNs in Hong Kong. Moreover, I was aware that an asymmetry of 
power existed between me, as a researcher, and the participants. I sought to overcome 
this by nurturing my relationships with them which was aided by being naturally 
sympathetic with their causes. In these contexts, sharing the same middle class social 
location with the participants also facilitated the building of cordial relationships. 
Moreover, by engaging in self-reflexivity I sought to avoid the complex, ideological or 
political agendas that are hidden in the research process. My intention was not in 
producing a single ‘true’ account of why the study participants chose to participate in Fair 
Trade and CSA, but to present the research a co-constituted narrative produced through 
mutual collaboration. Fourth, a consumer perspective would have been useful in terms of 
understanding how consumers view the relationship with producers and whether they see 
themselves as part of a social movement. I suggest further research is required to include 
middle class consumer perceptions, evaluating the extent to which they have been 
impacted by forging relationships with producers at farmers’ markets and other direct 
marketing contexts.  
 
Lastly, this thesis suggests social class as an explanatory category can be brought back 
into social movement analysis. The mobilizations around issues of Fair Trade and CSA 
have a specific middle class base, as this case study has demonstrated, and therefore 
cannot be ignored. Future research needs to explore in greater depth how middle class 
movement actors reflexively question power in relation to the politics of their middle 
class peers and how this might influence the re-configuration and transformation of ones’ 
ascribed social class. The alternative values held by the study participants were a 
reflection of their vulnerability and precariousness of living life in the context of Hong 
Kong’s uncertain economic and political future. 
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APPENDIX 1: Information Sheet 
 
 
 
School of Social Science The University of Queensland 
Brisbane Qld 4072 Australia 
Telephone (07) 3365 3236 
International +617 3365 3236 
Facsimile (07) 3365 1544 
Email asoffice@uq.edu.au 
Internet www.ansoc.uq.edu.au 
HEAD OF SCHOOL 
Professor Geoffrey Lawrence 
 
INFORMATION SHEET  
 
 
Project Title: Fair Trade and CSA as Middle Class Social Movements in Hong Kong 
 
Principal Researcher: Sheilla van Wijk  
 
Purpose of Study 
The research project will evaluate and analyze the growth of Fair Trade, Community 
Supported Agriculture (CSA) and organic farming in Hong Kong. The recent food 
‘scares’ in Hong Kong (pesticide contamination of food etc.) have prompted CSA, 
organic farming and Fair Trade as well as social action groups to voice their concern. 
Through an exploration of the Fair Trade and CSA alternative food networks, I will 
examine the role of members of the Hong Kong middle class in fostering these food 
networks, particularly in terms of their role in the production and distribution of organic 
and Fair Trade products. 
 
Participation 
I expect to take up approximately 1 to 11/2 hours of your time to enable me to conduct an 
in-depth interview with you at your preferred location. All the information that you 
disclose will be tape-recorded and will transcribed at a later date.  I do not anticipate any 
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risks to you from your participation. Benefits from your participation in the study will be 
an understanding of how your methodology compares with other Fair Trade 
organizations and its impact of increasing women's empowerment. 
 
Your participation is voluntary and there is no monetary benefit to you for your 
participation. 
 
To protect your confidentiality and privacy, the interview will not use your name and 
another name or code will be used.  The written form of the interview will be kept in a 
locked case and on a password-protected place on my computer.  On return to Australia, 
all the information will be stored on my computer as well as the School’s computer that 
can be accessed only by my personal password.  All original information collected will 
be shredded in paper form.  The tape recording will be erased after the written form is 
completed to ensure your identity is protected.  It may be necessary to take photographs 
but this will not be taken without your permission.  For this reason, there should no major 
risk for you to participate in this study.  
 
Please contact me (Sheilla van Wijk) at the Department of Applied Social Sciences Hong 
Kong Polytechnic University, Hung Hom, Hong Kong until July by e-mail at 
sheilla_vw@yahoo.com or phone 93641965 should you require any information 
following the interview. After July, I can be contacted at the School of Social Science, 
The University of Queensland, St Lucia, Brisbane, Queensland, Australia 4072 by email 
(sheilla_vw@yahoo.com).     
 
 
I plan to publish a research journal article with Associate Professor David Ip and Dr 
Helen Johnson of Department of Sociology, University of Queensland that will be 
published in X. I will send you a copy as soon as it is published. 
 
This study has been cleared by one of the human ethics committees of the University of 
Queensland in accordance with the National Health and Medical Research Council's 
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guidelines. You are, of course, free to discuss your participation in this study with me. If 
you would like to speak to an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may 
contact the Ethics Officer on +61 – 7 - 3365 3924 
  
This project is supervised by two academic advisors in the University of Queensland and 
Hong Kong Polytechnic University.  Associate Professor David Ip can be contacted in 
Hong Kong by telephone on + 852 3400 3676 or email (ssdavidi@polyu.edu.hk) and Dr 
Helen Johnson (Australia) on +61 7 3365 1070 or email (h.johnson@uq.edu.au).  
 
This study follows the guidelines of the ethical review process at The University of 
Queensland. You may also free to speak to an officer of the University who is not part of 
the study by contacting the Ethics Officer on +61 7 3365 3924. 
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APPENDIX 2: Consent Form 
 
 
 
 
School of Social Science The University of Queensland 
Brisbane Qld 4072 Australia 
Telephone (07) 3365 3236 
International +617 3365 3236 
Facsimile (07) 3365 1544 
Email asoffice@uq.edu.au 
Internet www.ansoc.uq.edu.au 
HEAD OF SCHOOL 
Professor Geoffrey Lawrence 
 
 
INFORMED CONSENT  
 
Project Title: Fair Trade and Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) as Middle 
Class Social Movements in Hong Kong 
 
Investigator: Sheilla van Wijk PhD student 
 
Date: .. /.. /.. 
 
 
I agree to be involved in the above research project as a respondent.  I have read the 
research information sheet about the research project and I understand that my 
confidentiality and privacy will be protected, that I am free to withdraw from the 
project at any time and that I will receive no monetary benefit for participating in 
the project. 
 
 
Signature of research subject: 
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APPENDIX 3: Semi-structured Interview Schedule 
 
Can you tell me about what you used to do before now?   
What sacrifices have you made to change from your previous way of life?   
How do you support yourself?  
How difficult has it been for you? 
What made you decide to become a Fair Trader, organic farmer, CSA worker? 
 
What do your family and friends think about what you are doing?   
How do you think they see you for example, a greenie, alternative, weirdo etc.   
How have their comments affected you and in what ways?   
How important is it to you what other people think about what you are doing?  
 
What gives you the most joy in what you do?  
What have been some of the downsides of what you do?  
What is it that motivates you to doing Fair Trade/CSA for the long term?    
What values are important to you? What values would you like to pass on to the next 
generation? 
 
What changes to your lifestyle have you made? Do you recycle your rubbish, do you eat 
organic food, do you buy Fair Trade products, eat and buy less etc? 
What things in life are important to you? For example, job security, family, friends, 
earning a good salary etc. 
How would you describe yourself? For example, a social worker, Fair Trader? 
 
Do you have anyone you particularly admire or find inspirational?  
Why do you look up to them? Anything that you’ve read, seen or heard that has inspired 
you?  
 
Do you consider yourself well known?   
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Do people come to you or do you go to them? 
 
Fair Trade organizations/CSA’s   
How did this organization come together?  
Can you tell me about the organization? 
What difficulties did you face in starting up your organization? How did you overcome 
them? 
What do you want to achieve through your organization? 
Are you involved in any other organizations?  
Were you involved in any similar organizations before this one? If yes, can you tell me 
about them?  
 
Certification 
What forms of certification exists in Hong Kong? 
What are your views on certification? Why do you think certification is necessary, or not 
necessary? 
What are your views on supermarkets?   
 
Background questions on: 
Age, current occupation, nationality, marital status, length of time in Hong Kong (for 
expatriates) address. 
 
 
